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ABSTRACT  
The following article aims to point out some essential aspects of the 
philosophy of religion developed by Paul Tillich during the period of 
its turn toward an Idealist-neo-Kantian theory of meaning. It intends to 
offer an exegetical analysis that seeks to systematize, with the help of 
the contemporary secondary literature, the main works on the philosophy 
of spirit, meaning, and religion elaborated by Tillich between the years 
of 1919 and 1925. My intention is to demonstrate that this intermedi-
ary period of Tillich’s academic production constitutes an indispensable 
hermeneutic key which will enable us to understand the totality of his 
philosophical and theological writings. In order to achieve this aim, the 
following analysis will seek to elucidate, within the limits of these pages, 
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the theoretical function of the concept of “meaning” in the construction 
of the Tillichian concept of religion, as well as its function as a descrip-
tion of the individual self-consciousness. Thus, the research will seek 
not only to offer a rigorous analysis of the works of a canonical author 
in the post-Kantian tradition of the academic study of religion, but also 
to cover a gap present in the Brazilian Tillichian scholarship, which still 
lacks a comprehensive analysis of the philosophical period in question.
Keywords: Paul Tillich; intermediary phase; Idealist-neo-Kantian theory 
of meaning; philosophy of spirit, meaning, and religion; individual self-
consciousness.
„Richtung auf das Unbedingte“ und „Selbstdurchsichtigkeit“: 
Die Grundlagen von Paul Tillichs Geist-, Sinn- und 
Religionsphilosophie (1919-1925). 
ZUSAMMENFASSUNG
Der folgende Artikel hat sich zum Ziel gesetzt, einige wesentliche As-
pekte der Religionsphilosophie Paul Tillichs aus jener Schaffensperiode 
aufzuzeigen, in welcher dieser sich auf eine idealistische neukantianische 
Sinntheorie kaprizierte. Dabei soll – mit Hilfe zeitgenössischer Sekun-
därliteratur – anhand von detaillierten Analysen eine systematisierende 
Darstellung der Hauptwerke Tillichs zur Geist-, Sinn- und Religionsphi-
losophie aus den Jahren 1919 bis 1925 erreicht werden. Mein Vorhaben 
richtet sich genauerhin auf den Nachweis der These, dass die akademischen 
Publikationen aus dieser mittleren Phase Tillichs einen hermeneutischen 
Schlüssel bereithalten, welcher für das Verstehen seines philosophischen 
und theologischen Gesamtœuvres unverzichtbar ist. Um die Plausibilität 
dieser These zu untermauern, wird im Rahmen der begrenzten Seitenzahl 
dieses Artikels die theoretische Funktion der „Sinn“-Konzeption innerhalb 
der Tillichschen Religionsphilosophie erläutert werden, insbesondere deren 
Funktion als einer Beschreibung individuellen Selbstbewußtseins. Entspre-
chend soll mein Beitrag eine sorgfältige Darstellung eines Teilbereichs des 
Werks eines hochbedeutsamen Religionsphilosophen der nachkantischen 
Tradition leisten, und darüber hinaus eine Lücke innerhalb der gegenwär-
tigen brasilianischen Tillich-Forschung schließen, welche bislang keine 
schlüssige Analyse der genannten Periode bereitzustellen vermochte. 
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Schlüsselwörter: Paul Tillich; mittleren Phase; idealistische neukantia-
nische Sinntheorie; Geist-, Sinn- und Religionsphilosophie; individuelles 
Selbstbewußtsein.
“Richtung auf das Unbedingte” e “autotransparência”: fundamentos 
da filosofia do espírito, sentido e religião de Paul Tillich (1919-1925)
RESUMO
O presente artigo tem por objetivo apontar alguns aspectos essenciais da 
filosofia da religião desenvolvida por Paul Tillich durante o período de 
sua guinada em direção a uma teoria idealista-neokantiana do sentido. 
Intenciona-se oferecer uma análise exegética que procura sistematizar, com 
a ajuda da literatura secundária contemporânea, as principais obras sobre a 
filosofia do espírito, sentido e religião por Tillich elaborada entre os anos 
de 1919 e 1925. Minha intenção é demonstrar que este período intermedi-
ário da produção acadêmica de Tillich constitui uma chave hermenêutica 
indispensável que nos proporciona um entendimento da totalidade de seus 
escritos filosóficos e teológicos. A fim de alcançar este objetivo, a presente 
análise procurará elucidar, nos limites destas páginas, a função teorética do 
conceito de “sentido” na construção do conceito tillichiano de religião, bem 
como sua função enquanto uma descrição da autoconsciência individual. 
Por conseguinte, a pesquisa procurará não somente oferecer uma análise 
rigorosa dos trabalhos de um autor canônico na tradição pós-kantiana dos 
estudos acadêmicos da religião, como também cobrir uma lacuna nos es-
tudos tillichianos realizados no Brasil, que ainda carecem de uma análise 
compreensiva do período filosófico em questão.
Palavras-chave: Paul Tillich; período intermediário; teoria idealista-
-neokantiana do sentido; filosofia do espírito, sentido e religião; auto-
consciência individual.
The Myth of Tillich as an Ontotheologian: The Present Status of 
the Tillich-Forschung
„Auch das Sein, das rein ,Tatsächliche‘ ist ja ein Begriff, ist also gesetz-
te vom logischen Sinnzusammenhang, ist Sinn- oder Wertprodukt. Der 
Sinn setzt das Sein als sein ,anderes‘, an dem er sich realisiert. Ebenso 
setzt der Sinn das Göttliche als sein ,anderes‘, von dem er sich realisiert 
weiß. So begrenzt sich der Sinn durch das Sein und das Überseiende! 
Beide aber sind Sinn-Setzungen. Das Sein kann nicht wieder ,sein‘, und 
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das Überseiende hat sein Wesen darin, nicht zu sein! Ich lehre also den 
Monismus des Sinnes, der sich nach zwei Seiten den Widersinn, das 
Irrationale entgegensetzt, das Sein und das Übersein!1“
In one of his letters to his former friend and dialogue partner 
Emanuel Hirsch, Paul Tillich claims that “spiritual life is life in mean-
ing or the incessant creative bestowal of meaning2”. This sentence, 
written during a period in which Tillich was trying to “fill the great 
gaps3” in his systematic thought, has a clear programmatic dimension. 
In opposition to his early works on Schelling, which had intended an 
1 TILLICH, P. Paul Tillich an Emanuel Hirsch. 9. V. 1918. Die große religionsphiloso-
phische Debatte. In: ALBRECHT, R.; TAUTMANN, R. (Hrsg.). Ergänzungs- und 
Nachlaßbände zu den Gesammelten Werken von Paul Tillich. Band VI: Briefwechsel 
und Streitschriften. Theologische, philosophische und politische Stellungnahmen und 
Gespräche. Frankfurt am Main: Evangelisches Verlagswerke, 1983, p. 126-127.
2 TILLICH, P. Paul Tillich an Emanuel Hirsch. 9. V. 1918. Die große religionsphilosophi-
sche Debatte, p. 125: „Geistiges Leben ist Leben im Sinn oder unablässige schöpferische 
Sinngebung“. Following this new determination of the spirit, Tillich writes to his friend: 
„So geben wir der Welt einen logischen – ethischen – ästhetischen, so auch einen reli-
giösen Sinn. Diese Sinngebung ist bei der Mehrheit der Menschen und bei allen in der 
meisten Zeit unmittelbar. Bewußt wird sie nur in einzelnen Momenten, schöpferisch nur 
in einzelnen Persönlichkeiten“ (p. 125). In a previous letter, Tillich cites a number of 
authors who are the main contributors, in his perspective, to the contemporary debates on 
the theories of meaning. The authors he quotes are: Heinrich Rickert, Edmund Husserl, 
Hermann Lotze, Christoph von Sigwart, Wilhelm Windelband, Emil Lask, Eduard von 
Hartmann, Hans Lipps, and Hermann Ebbinghaus. The reference here is TILLICH, P. 
Paul Tillich an Emanuel Hirsch. XII. 1917. Die große religionsphilosophische Debatte, p. 
99. Georg Simmel is also important in this context. On this point, see STURM, E. Selbst-
bewußtsein zwischen Dynamik und Selbst-Transzendenz des Lebens und unbedingter 
Realitätserfassung. Paul Tillichs kritische Rezeption der Religions- und Lebensphilosophie 
Georg Simmels. In: DANZ, C. (Hrsg.). Theologie als Religionsphilosophie: Studien zu 
den problemgeschichtlichen und systematischen Voraussetzungen der Theologie Paul 
Tillichs. Tillich-Studien. Band 9. Wien: LIT Verlag, 2004, p. 23-47. See also the com-
ments developed by DANZ, C. Tillich’s Philosophy. In: MANNING, R. R. (Ed.). The 
Cambridge Companion to Paul Tillich. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009, 
p. 177-178. In this connection, see also REIMER, A. J. The Emanuel Hirsch and Paul 
Tillich Debate: A Study in the Political Ramifications of Theology. Lewiston; Queenston: 
The Edwin Mellen Press, 1989, p. 34-39. On the correspondences between Hirsch and 
Tillich, see SCHÜTTE, H.-W. Subjektivität und System. Zum Briefwechsel Emanuel 
Hirsch (1888-1972) und Paul Tillich (1886-1965). In: DANZ, C. (Hrsg.). Theologie 
als Religionsphilosophie: Studien zu den problemgeschichtlichen und systematischen 
Voraussetzungen der Theologie Paul Tillichs, p. 3-22.
3 TILLICH, P. Paul Tillich an Emanuel Hirsch. XII. 1917. Die große religionsphilosophische 
Debatte, p. 98: „So habe ich den begonnen, meine großte Lücke auszufüllen, und habe 
die moderne Philosophie energisch in Angriff genommen“.
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“intellectual overcoming” of doubt by means of the construction of a 
“scientific concept of God”, Tillich subjects his own former position 
to Hirsch’s criticism through a redefinition of his concept of spirit – 
namely, self-consciousness. This redefinition of the concept of the divine 
by means of an appropriation of Hirsch’s criticism is to be interpreted, 
as the same letter reveals, as an outcome of the “central problem” of 
Tillich’s thinking during this period, which consisted, in opposition to 
his early writings, in knowing exactly how “certainty can be united 
with theoretical doubt in order to constitute the essence of faith4”. 
4 TILLICH, P. Paul Tillich an Emanuel Hirsch. XII. 1917. Die große religionsphilosophische 
Debatte, p. 99: „Ich will darum mit der Formulierung des Zentralproblems meinen Denkens 
beginnen: Es Heißt: Wie ist mit dem theoretischen Zweifel diejenige Gewißheit vereinbar, die 
das Wesen des Glaubens ausmacht? Oder: Wie können die aus dem Denken erwachsenden 
Hemmnisse der religiösen Funktion überwunden werden? Ich sehe in der Lösung von einer 
den Gegensatz Subjekt-Objekt und damit den Zweifel aufhebenden Mystik ab. Sie scheint 
mir auf gleicher Stufe zu stehen mit der außerethischen Mystik der ‚Schwärmer‘, Romantiker, 
ästhetischen Pantheisten etc. und ist vielfach kritisierbar, was Dir gegenüber nicht nötig ist. 
Die zweite Art wäre die intellektuelle Überwindung durch den ‚wissenschaftlichen Gottes-
begriff‘. Ich vermute, daß Du auch eine Wiederlegung dieses Weges nicht nötig hast. Das es 
aber mein früherer war, so will ich zugleich als Selbstkritik darauf eingehen‘“. By adopting 
such self-critical attitude, Tillich is also revising his previous position – as formulated in his 
1913 Systematische Theologie – that the notion of “absolute truth” constitutes the Prinzip of 
theology. On his previous theological position, see: TILLICH, P. Systematische Theologie 
von 1913. In: HUMMEL, G.; LAX, D. (Hrsg.). Ergänzungs- und Nachlaßbände zu den 
Gesammelten Werken von Paul Tillich. Band IX: Frühe Werke. Berlin; New York: Wal-
ter de Gruyter GmbH & Co. KG, 1998, p. 273-434, especially § 4, Prinzip und System, p. 
282-283. Concerning Tillich’s Systematische Theologie von 1913, see HUMMEL, G. Das 
früheste System Paul Tillichs: Die „Systematische Theologie von 1913“. Neue Zeitschrift 
für Systematische Theologie und Religionsphilosophie, vol. 35, Issue 2, 1993, p. 115-
132; WITTEKIND, F. „Sinndeutung der Geschichte.“ Zur Entwicklung und Bedeutung von 
Tillichs Geschichtsphilosophie. In: DANZ, C. (Hrsg.). Theologie als Religionsphilosophie: 
Studien zu den problemgeschichtlichen und systematischen Voraussetzungen der Theolo-
gie Paul Tillichs, p. 143-147; DANZ, C. Theologie als normative Religionsphilosophie. 
Voraussetzungen und Implikationen des Theologiebegriffs Paul Tillichs. In: DANZ, C. 
(Hrsg.). Theologie als Religionsphilosophie: Studien zu den problemgeschichtlichen und 
systematischen Voraussetzungen der Theologie Paul Tillichs, p. 73-106; DANZ, C. Gott und 
die menschliche Freiheit. Studien zum Gottesbegriff in der Neuzeit. Neukirchen-Vluyn: 
Neukirchener Verlagsgesellschaft mbH, 2005, p. 102-128, especially p. 104-117. In the same 
letter to Hirsch, which reveals Tillich’s appropriation of the concept of paradox and, thus, 
the reformulation of his previous concept of God on the basis of a skeptical reflection, he 
states: „Ich akzeptiere den Kählerschen Satz: ,das Absolute ist ein Götze’, dann nämlich, 
wenn die religiöse Funktion auf die Vollendung des theoretischen Gottesbegriffs fundiert 
werden soll“. On this point, see TILLICH, P. Paul Tillich an Emanuel Hirsch. XII. 1917. 
Die große religionsphilosophische Debatte, p. 99. The same position is restated in his 1919 
version of Rechtfertigung und Zweifel: „‚Das Absolute ist ein Götze‘, wie Kähler zu sagen 
pflegte – mit Unrecht, wenn er dem philosphischen Denken einen Vorwurf machen wollte, 
mit Recht, wenn er ablehnte, die religiöse Gewißheit auf dieses Produkt nicht evidenten 
Denkens zu gründen“. TILLICH, P. Rechtfertigung und Zweifel. (1919). In: STURM, 
Revista Eletrônica Correlatio v. 16, n. 1 - Junho de 2017
Fábio Henrique de Abreu10
Thus, by following Hirsch’s criticism of his previous concept of God, 
and now working under the fundamental perspective of a neo-Kantian 
philosophy of spirit, meaning, and phenomenology5, Tillich redefines 
his concept of the divine by means of a double experience, ascribing 
to the life of spirit itself an inner polarity6. Spiritual life is from this 
time forth characterized, according to Tillich’s substantive insights, by 
a double-consciousness of infinity and value, and he includes this inner 
polarity in his concept of meaning: spiritual life is life in meaning, and 
it actualizes itself through the incessant creative bestowal of meaning. 
The redefinition of his concept of spirit is nothing less, so to say, than 
a response to Hirsch’s construal of the concept of spirit as the “becom-
ing aware of the ‘other’, the ‘stranger’ as the divine7”. In contrast to 
Hirsch’s “theistic” understanding of God as a creator who, in its other-
ness, is separate from the spirit and, in fact, created the spirit, Tillich 
states that “God as stranger is nothing other than the expression of the 
original paradox [Urparadoxie] of the existence of the spirit8”. Tillich 
understands the experience of God not as the experience of an other-
E. (Hrsg.). Ergänzungs- und Nachlaßbände zu den Gesammelten Werken von Paul 
Tillich. Band X: Religion, Kultur, Gesellschaft. Unveröffentlichte Texte aus der deutschen 
Zeit (1908-1933). Erster Teil. Berlin; New York: Walter de Gruyter GmbH & Co. KG, 
1999, p. 205. On the themes of “faith and doubt” and “skeptical reflection” in the work 
of Paul Tillich, see DIERKEN, J. Gewissheit und Zweifel. Über die religiöse Bedeutung 
skeptischer Reflexion. In: DANZ, C. (Hrsg.). Theologie als Religionsphilosophie. Studien 
zu den problemgeschichtlichen und systematischen Voraussetzungen der Theologie Paul 
Tillichs, p. 107-133. In this connection, see also STENGER, M. A. Faith (and religion). In: 
MANNING, R. R. (Ed.). The Cambridge Companion to Paul Tillich, p. 91-104.
5 MOXTER, M. Kritischer Intuitionismus. Tillichs Religionsphilosophie zwischen Neu-
kantianismus und Phänomenologie. In: DANZ, C.; SCHÜßLER, W. (Hrsg.). Religion 
– Kultur – Gesellschaft. Der frühe Tillich im Spiegel neuer Texte (1919-1920). Wien; 
Berlin: LIT Verlag, 2008, p. 173-195; see also DANZ, C. Zwischen Transzendentalphi-
losophie und Phänomenologie. Die methodischen Grundlagen der Religionstheorien bei 
Otto und Tillich. In: LAUSTER, J.; SCHÜZ, P.; BARTH, R.; DANZ, C. (Hrsg.). Rudolf 
Otto. Theologie – Religionsphilosophie – Religionsgeschichte. Berlin; Boston: Walter 
de Gruyter GmbH, 2014, p. 341-345.
6 TILLICH, P. Paul Tillich an Emanuel Hirsch. 20. II. 1918. Die große religionsphiloso-
phische Debatte, p. 116; see, as well, the pages 117 and 119 of the same letter.
7 TILLICH, P. Paul Tillich an Emanuel Hirsch. 20. II. 1918. Die große religionsphiloso-
phische Debatte, p. 117.
8 TILLICH, P. Paul Tillich an Emanuel Hirsch. 20. II. 1918. Die große religionsphiloso-
phische Debatte, p. 122: „Gott als das Fremde ist nichts anderes als der Ausdruck für die 
Urparadoxie der Existenz des Geistes – worüber noch vieles zu sagen wäre, z. B. daß 
Existenz auch eine Kategorie des Geistes ist usw.“.
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ness which is outside the spirit, but strictly as part of the dialectical life 
of the spirit itself, a life that is basically immanent and yet relatively 
transcendent: God is “the other”; nonetheless the otherness of God is 
rather a polarity within the inner life of spirit. Over against Hirsch’s 
self-defined “theistic idealism”, which he understands to be a sort of 
supranaturalistic position, Tillich is, in this way, “more concerned with 
preserving the unity of the experiencing personality or consciousness9”. 
Thus, Tillich’s redefinition of his concept of spirit within the scopus of 
his philosophy of spirit and meaning is impregnated with a new theo-
retical foundation, which, although not yet fully developed, is essential 
to his ulterior philosophical and theological program10.
In spite of this submission of his previous position to Hirsch’s 
criticism, it would be utterly erroneous to assume that the relevance 
of Tillich’s new definition of spirit lies exclusively in the revisionist 
attitude adopted by him vis-à-vis his early writings on the philoso-
phy of religion and systematic theology. The assumption that Tillich’s 
redefinition of his concept of spirit is nothing but “a chapter” or “a 
phase” to be overcome by his ulterior intellectual development runs 
the risk, to say the very least, of jeopardizing any attempt at a serious 
and comprehensive historical understanding of the totality of his works. 
Even though one is inclined to accept, cum grano salis, the statement 
that there is “no single, exclusive possible and right path” in Tillich’s 
intellectual development, as the analysis of the history of his works 
developed by Ulrich Barth attempts to show11, it would be inaccurate 
9  REIMER, A. J. The Emanuel Hirsch and Paul Tillich Debate: A Study in the Political 
Ramifications of Theology, p. 39.
10 Cf. DANZ, C. „Alle Linien gipfeln in der Religion des Paradox.“ Tillichs religionsge-
schichtliche Konstruktion der Religionsphilosophie. In: DANZ, C.; SCHÜßLER, W. 
(Hrsg.). Religion – Kultur – Gesellschaft. Der frühe Tillich im Spiegel neuer Texte 
(1919-1920), p. 215-231.
11 BARTH, U. Protestantismus und Kultur. Systematische und werkbiographische Erwä-
gungen zum Denken Paul Tillichs. In: DANZ, C.; SCHÜßLER, W. (Hrsg.). Paul Tillichs 
Theologie der Kultur: Aspekte, Probleme, Perspektiven, p. 37. Even though Barth 
claims that there is “no single, exclusive possible and right path” in Tillich’s intellectual 
development, it is important to stress that he points out, in this same article, that “the 
Protestant principle can also be described as the central theme in Tillich’s thinking”. As 
Barth states: „Aber er hätte jede Begründung der Theologie – sei sie geistphilosophischer 
oder sinntheoretischer, kulturwissenschaftlicher oder existenzontologischer Art – ver-
worfen, die der Grundeinsicht des Protestantismus widerstreitet. Insofern kann man das 
protestantische Prinzip auch als den roten Faden in Tillichs Denken bezeichnen“ (p. 37). 
[Emphasis mine.] 
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to assume, as Werner Schüßler does, that his philosophy of spirit and 
meaning has no inner guiding motive, being ultimately overpowered, 
therefore, by his late works12. Tillich’s reconstruction of his paradoxi-
cal or antinomic concept of spirit through his correspondences with 
such a brilliant mind like Hirsch’s has rather the undeniable merit of 
marking the beginning of a new theoretical foundation that pervades 
and sustains also his later and more famous academic writings13. In 
this sense, Tillich’s philosophy of spirit, based as it clearly is on a 
new theory of meaning, can be fittingly designated, following the ac-
curate description offered by Christian Danz, as “the leading motive 
of his thought [maßgebliche Motive seines Denkens]14”. It is Tillich’s 
new determination of his paradoxical concept of spirit that marks the 
period of his intellectual turn toward “an Idealist-neo-Kantian theory of 
meaning15”. Tillich’s “second phase16” is fundamentally characterized 
12 SCHÜßLER, W. Abkehr von der Bewusstseinsphilosophie. Zur Kulturtheologie des späten 
Tillichs. In: DANZ, C.; SCHÜßLER, W. (Hrsg.). Paul Tillichs Theologie der Kultur: 
Aspekte, Probleme, Perspektiven. Berlin; Boston: Walter de Gruyter GmbH & Co. KG, 
2011, especially p. 164-168. As Schüßler, against Danz, puts it: „Transzendentalphilo-
sophische bzw. Subjekttheoretische Deutungen Tillichs mögen ihren Ort haben in einer 
frühen Werkperiode seines Denkens, sie werden aber fraglich, wenn man sie dem späten 
Tillich überzustülpen sucht“ (p. 165).
13 FISCHER, H. Systematische Theologie. Konzeptionen und Probleme im 20. Jahrhundert. 
Stuttgart; Berlin; Köln: W. Kohlhammer GmbH, 1992, p. 152-157 [Tillichs Theologie des 
positiven Paradoxes], for instance, shows consistently the continuities in the development 
of Tillich’s thinking in the contemporary scholarship.
14 DANZ, C. Religion als Freiheitsbewußtsein. Eine Studie zur Theologie als Theorie der 
Konstitutionsbedingungen individueller Subjektivität bei Paul Tillich. Berlin; New York: 
Walter de Gruyter, 2000, p. 306.
15 DANZ, C. Tillich’s Philosophy, p. 177-183. 
16 What we are naming here as the “second phase” or “intermediary stage” of Tillich’s writ-
ings comes from the pedagogical division, sketched by Christian Danz, of the Tillichian 
thought in three different stages, which, nonetheless, remain fundamentally connected. 
Danz’s division is propitious in that it is able to demonstrate, without obliterating the 
changes of emphasis in Tillich’s intellectual development, the fundamental continuity of 
the Tillichian thought in its totality. As Danz briefly states: “Broadly speaking, there are 
three phases in Tillich’s philosophical thinking. Firstly, there is his enthusiastic reception of 
the speculative idealism of Fichte and Schelling. This phase began in his student days and 
continued up to the First World War. The second phase, which began shortly before the end 
of the war, is characterized by a reshaping of the speculative philosophy of his pre-1914 
theology and philosophy in terms of a new theory of meaning. The decisive characteristic 
of this phase can be seen in Tillich’s employment of the concept of meaning as the basic 
category for the concept of religion. The third and last phase of his philosophical thinking 
is characterized by a concern with ontological questions. This third phase extends back 
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by his advancement of a “monism of meaning [Monismus des Sinnes]”, 
i.e., a theory of meaning (Sinntheorie) that never fully recedes in his 
ulterior intellectual productions17. 
If it is true that this theory of meaning never disappears from his 
works, then one can safely state that any comprehensive and exegetical 
understanding of Tillich’s intellectual development is only possible to 
the extent that his Sinnmonismus is taken as the starting point for the 
analysis of his fully developed philosophy of spirit, meaning, and reli-
gion. Thus, from the perspective of a strictly historical reconstruction of 
Tillich’s thought, it is misleading to state, as Schüßler does, that Tillich’s 
late work is no longer characterized by “the consciousness or meaning-
theory approach, but rather by the existential-ontological, combined with 
an anthropological argumentative character18”. The still influential idea 
that Tillich, in his later writings, “has increasingly detached himself from 
as far as the late 1920s and reaches its culmination in the Systematic Theology. These 
three phases of Tillich’s philosophical thinking are nevertheless characterized by a high 
degree of continuity, and the theory of meaning that is central to his earlier thinking 
never fully recedes”. DANZ, C. Tillich’s Philosophy, p. 173. For a different division of 
the stages of Tillich’s intellectual development, see also the study by SCHÜßLER, W. 
Tillich’s Life and Works. In: MANNING, R. R. (Ed.). The Cambridge Companion to 
Paul Tillich, p. 3-17. For a more consistent consideration on Tillich’s philosophical and 
theological development, see also BARTH, U. Protestantismus und Kultur. Systematische 
und werkbiographische Erwägungen zum Denken Paul Tillichs, p. 13-37.
17  DANZ, C. Tillich’s Philosophy, p. 173. For a thorough examination of the fundamental 
contours of Tillich’s Sinntheorie, see DANZ, C. Religion als Freiheitsbewußtsein. 
Eine Studie zur Theologie als Theorie der Konstitutionsbedingungen individueller 
Subjektivität bei Paul Tillich, p. 300-352. Cf. also DIENSTBECK, S. Transzendentale 
Strukturtheorie. Stadien der Systembildung Paul Tillichs. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht GmbH & Co. KG, 2011, p. 235-338. The only comprehensive study of Tillich’s 
Sinntheorie available up to this day is – as far as I am aware – the one carefully developed 
by BARTH, U. Die sinntheoretischen Grundlagen des Religionsbegriffs. Problemge-
schichtliche Hintergründe zum frühen Tillich. In: Religion in der Moderne. Tübingen: 
J. C. B. Mohr (Paul Siebeck), 2003, p. 89-123. See also his study of the fundamental 
contours of Tillich’s Sinntheorie: BARTH, U. Religion und Sinn: Betrachtungen zum 
frühen Tillich. In: Kritischer Religionsdiskurs. Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr (Paul Siebeck), 
2014, p. 431-451.
18 SCHÜßLER, W. Abkehr von der Bewusstseinsphilosophie. Zur Kulturtheologie des 
späten Tillichs, p. 168: „Tillich hat sich im Laufe seines Denkens verschiedener philoso-
phischer Vehikel bedient, um sein theologisches Denken zu transportieren. Und dieses 
philosophische Vehikel war eben in seinem Spätwerk nicht mehr der bewusstseins- bzw. 
sinntheoretische Ansatz, sondern der existentialontologische, verbunden mit einer anth-
ropologischen Argumentationsfigur“.
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the Kantian or idealistic heritage19” fails to recognize that his, above all, 
three-volume American Systematic Theology presupposes his Idealist-neo-
Kantian philosophy of spirit and meaning in every single sentence and 
fundamental concept. Over against Schüßler’s interpretation, which incurs 
in the basic mistake of assuming a “Catholic metaphysics” that stands 
in complete contrast to Tillich’s philosophical background and offers no 
real historical reconstruction of his intellectual development, one has to 
perceive, as Danz underlines, that Tillich remained, throughout his life, 
“an Idealist, a philosopher of spirit and meaning, and of the self-relation 
of the Unconditioned20”. It is unjustifiable to claim, therefore, that Til-
lich’s meaning-theoretical determination of the concept of religion as 
the “self-relatedness of the spirit [Selbstverhältnis des Geistes]” remains 
circumscribed only to his early writings21. Rather, every word of Tillich’s 
intellectual work culminates, as a corollary of his description of the 
antinomic structure of the spirit, in the “religion of paradox22”. Hence, 
Schüßler’s misleading assumption that Tillich’s greatness lies in the fact 
that “he cannot be adequately grasped from an approach23” constitutes, 
to put it bluntly, a blatant contradictio in adjecto. 
In contrast to the alleged impossibility of a strict delineation of 
Tillich’s intellectual standpoint as sketched by Schüßler, it is impera-
tive to observe that, in order to fully grasp the fundamental structure 
of his philosophical and theological enterprise, one has rather to take 
into due account the inner historical development of his philosophical 
19 SCHÜßLER, W. Abkehr von der Bewusstseinsphilosophie. Zur Kulturtheologie des späten 
Tillichs, p. 166.
20  DANZ, C. Tillich’s Philosophy, p. 186. 
21 SCHÜßLER, W. Abkehr von der Bewusstseinsphilosophie. Zur Kulturtheologie des späten 
Tillichs, p. 165. As Schüßler, against Danz, sustains: „Religion als ‚Selbstverhältnis des 
Geistes‘ zu begreifen, das war jetzt keine befriedigende Antwort mehr auf die ‚Zeichen 
der Zeit‘“. Against this kind of disjunctive interpretation, see DANZ, C. Absolute Faith 
and the “God above God”: Tillich’s New Interpretation of God. Bulletin of the North 
American Paul Tillich Society, vol. 36, no. 2, 2010, p. 19-22. In this connection, see also 
DIENSTBECK, S. Von der Sinntheorie zur Ontologie. Zum Verständnis des Spätwerks 
Paul Tillichs. Neue Zeitschrift für Systematische Theologie und Religionsphilosophie, 
vol. 57, Issue 1, 2015, p. 32-59.
22  DANZ, C. „Alle Linien gipfeln in der Religion des Paradox.“ Tillichs religionsgeschicht-
liche Konstruktion der Religionsphilosophie, p. 215-231.
23 SCHÜßLER, W. Abkehr von der Bewusstseinsphilosophie. Zur Kulturtheologie des späten 
Tillichs, p. 168.
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thinking. In other words, the Idealist-neo-Kantian structure of Tillich’s 
system-building has to be brought to the foreground: after all, it is that 
structure that establishes a revision of his early critical reception of Ger-
man Idealism in the context of the challenge of Troeltschian historicism 
(Historismus)24, and sets the ground for a new and decisive theoretical 
foundation to his philosophical understanding of spirit, meaning, and 
religion. This is especially the case when the subject in question is the 
relationship between religion and culture – a theme that pervades, as it 
is well-known, the totality of Tillich’s work25. As we shall see in the fol-
lowing analysis of the foundations of Tillich’s meaning-theory philosophy 
of spirit, the theme of the relationship between religion and culture, in 
spite of its centrality, cannot be adequately understood apart from Tillich’s 
philosophical description of the antinomic structure of self-consciousness. 
In this sense, Peter Haigis’ claim that, “in order to legitimate Tillich’s 
concept of religion in a philosophical analysis of human mind [sic.] and 
its functions, we need basically the concept of culture, to develop Til-
lich’s concept of the essence of religion as well as his discussion of the 
relation between those two concepts”, is also slightly misleading26. A 
24 DANZ, C. Tillich’s Philosophy, p. 174: “Tillich’s understanding of philosophy took shape 
as part of the early twentieth-century renaissance of Idealism, the context of which is the 
‘Crisis of Historicism’ (Ernst Troeltsch): in order to check the consequences of historicism, 
various different authors from diverse philosophical movements turned to Idealism”. 
25 See, for instance, JAHR, H. Theologie als Gestaltmetaphysik: die Vermittlung von 
Gott und Welt im Frühwerk Paul Tillichs. Berlin; New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1989, p. 
1: „Die Bestimmung des Verhältnisses von Gott und Welt ist das Leitmotiv von Tillichs 
theologischer Reflexion“. The theme of the relationship between God and world, religion 
and culture, theology and philosophy is, undoubtedly, a central problem in Tillich’s work. 
Nonetheless, it is misleading to claim that the nature of this relationship constitutes the 
Leitmotiv of his thought, as Jahr claims. Besides being too-wide of a theme, the determi-
nation of the relationship between God and world depends entirely on the description of 
the antinomic nature of the spirit. The same caveat applies, mutatis mutandis, to Ring-
leben’s description of Tillich’s theology as a “theology of the method”. The reference 
here is RINGLEBEN, J. Paul Tillich’s Theologie der Methode. Neue Zeitschrift für 
Systematische Theologie und Religionsphilosophie, vol. 17, Issue 3, 1975, p. 246-268. 
On the problem of the Leitmotiv of Tillich’s thought, see DANZ, C. Religion als Frei-
heitsbewußtsein. Eine Studie zur Theologie als Theorie der Konstitutionsbedingungen 
individueller Subjektivität bei Paul Tillich, p. 1-10.
26 HAIGIS, P. Is Religion Rational? The Religious Apriori in the Philosophy of Religion of 
Ernst Troeltsch and Paul Tillich. In: DUMAIS, A.; RICHARD, J. (Éd.). Philosophie de 
la religion et théologie chez Ernst Troeltsch et Paul Tillich. Québec: Les Presses de 
l’Université Laval; Paris: L’Harmattan, 2002, p. 113. In this connection, see also HAIGIS, 
P. Tillichs Programm einer Theologie der Kultur. In: DANZ, C.; SCHÜßLER, W. (Hrsg.). 
Paul Tillichs Theologie der Kultur: Aspekte, Probleme, Perspektiven, p. 128-151.
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philosophical analysis of the Tillichian concepts of religion and culture, 
as well as their relationship of mutual reciprocity, leads directly to his 
description of the nature of spirit by means of a double-consciousness 
of infinity and value creation. Such a description, however, is totally 
absent in Haigis’ investigation of Tillich’s philosophy of religion. Thus, 
what is needed is rather an analysis that takes the paradoxical structure 
intrinsic to the nature of spirit as its starting point, for it is precisely this 
feature that supports Tillich’s understanding of religion, culture, and the 
relationship of mutual reciprocity between both27.
The central intention of the present study lies in offering a histori-
cal-critical analysis of Tillich’s Monismus des Sinnes, which character-
izes the second phase of Tillich’s intellectual production, as a herme-
neutical key that enables us to understand the foundational structure 
of his post-war thinking. Tillich’s intermediary stage is unique both 
for providing a revision and reformulation of his initial and essentially 
Schellingian writings, and for laying the fundamental theoretical foun-
dations that are responsible for sustaining, in a systematic fashion, the 
totality of his ulterior philosophical-theological œuvre28. If there is any 
coherence in the interpretation advanced so far, then one is forced to 
concede that Tillich’s entire systematic thought is to be seen as strictly 
monistic, as his monism of meaning clearly demands29. Accordingly, not 
only his pre-war German writings, but also his American philosophi-
cal and theological works are to be interpreted through the lenses of 
his monistic theory of meaning. That means to say that Tillich’s new 
determination of the concept of religion on the basis of his theory of 
meaning; his systematic formulation of the relationship between reli-
gion and culture; his carefully developed “method of correlation”; the 
relationship between faith and doubt; his dynamic ontological theory 
that stands for the description of the self-world correlation, as well as 
his account of life in terms of its inner ambiguities; emerge as a nec-
essary consequence of his determination of the spirit as intrinsically 
27 CORDEMANN, C. Religion und Kultur. Paul Tillichs religionsphilosophische Grundle-
gung einer Theologie der Kultur. In: DANZ, C.; SCHÜßLER, W. (Hrsg.). Paul Tillichs 
Theologie der Kultur: Aspekte, Probleme, Perspektiven, p. 94-127.
28 DANZ, C. Tillich’s Philosophy, p. 173.
29 DANZ, C. Religion als Freiheitsbewußtsein. Eine Studie zur Theologie als Theorie der 
Konstitutionsbedingungen individueller Subjektivität bei Paul Tillich, p. 300-311.
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characterized by an inner antinomy. As a result, Tillich’s ontological 
theory, advanced, above all, in his late Systematic Theology, can only 
be understood when the Monismus des Sinnes that characterizes his 
philosophy of spirit is presupposed as the foundational structure of his 
late theological system30. Even though it is true that Tillich’s language 
changes during the development of “the third phase” of his academic 
writings, that does not mean that his meaning-theory philosophy of 
spirit is either replaced by a pre-critical ontological foundation, or by 
an existential-ontological approach, combined with an anthropological 
argumentative framework (Schüßler). Rather, the ontological theory 
that Tillich sets out from the late 1920s onwards is not any ontology 
in the pre-Kantian or realist sense, but a component of his neo-Kantian 
philosophy of spirit31. It is precisely Tillich’s strictly monistic stand-
point that challenges those kinds of interpretations that ascribe to his 
thought any sort of realism, especially regarding his doctrine of God 
as “being-itself” and its correlated formula – already advanced in his 
Habilitationsschrift of 1915 – of the “God above God32”.
30 On Tillich’s “ontological theory”, see DANZ, C. Religion als Freiheitsbewußtsein. Eine 
Studie zur Theologie als Theorie der Konstitutionsbedingungen individueller Subjektivität 
bei Paul Tillich, p. 13-25.
31 Although a distinctive feature of his late writings, Tillich’s concern with ontology is 
already noticeable in his German academic œuvre. See, for instance, TILLICH, P. Das 
System der religiösen Erkenntnis. (1. und 2. Version). In: STURM, E. (Hrsg.). Ergän-
zungs- und Nachlaßbände zu den Gesammelten Werken von Paul Tillich. Band XI: 
Religion, Kultur, Gesellschaft. Unveröffentlichte Texte aus der deutschen Zeit (1908-
1933). Zweiter Teil. Berlin; New York: Walter de Gruyter GmbH & Co. KG, 1999, p. 
76-174, which was written in 1927 and 1928. On this point, see SCHARLEMANN, 
R. P. Ontology in Tillich’s Dogmatics of 1925. In: Religion and Reflexion: Essays on 
Paul Tillich’s Theology. Tillich-Studien. Band 16. Hrsg. Erdmann Sturm. Münster: LIT 
Verlag, 2004, p. 203-214. As DANZ, C. Tillich’s philosophy, p. 184 correctly puts it, 
Tillich’s “concern with ontology does not begin with his emigration to America: as far 
back as his writings of the late 1920s ontological questions were increasingly becoming 
a focus of his thinking, particularly in terms of his engagement with neo-Kantianism and 
phenomenology, especially Martin Heidegger”. On the relationship between Tillich and 
Heidegger, see STURM, E. Paul Tillichs Heidegger-Rezeption. In: LACHMANN, H.-J.; 
KÖSSER, U. (Hrsg.). Kulturwissenschaftliche Studien. Band 7: Kulturphilosophische 
und Ästhetische Reihe. Leipzig: Passage-Verlag, 2001, p. 24-37. On this point, see also 
BOSS, M. Au commencement la liberté: La religion de Kant réinventée par Fichte, 
Schelling et Tillich. Genève: Labor et Fides, 2014, p. 9-10.
32 On the doctrine of God as “being-itself”, see TILLICH, P. Systematic Theology. Volume 
I: Reason and Revelation, Being and God. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
1951, p. 163-289. Tillich’s formula of the “God above God” is already present, although 
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From the lines advanced so far, it becomes clear that one of the 
main problems – or, perhaps, the main problem – that remains as an 
obstacle in the innumerous attempts at offering an interpretation of 
Tillich’s philosophical-theological thought has to do with the one-sided 
perspective of the ontological theory that characterizes his determination 
of God as being-itself and his paradoxical formula of the God above 
God. One can safely assert that this problem arises as a necessary re-
sult of the excessive ontological weight imputed to the third phase of 
Tillich’s reflection, which transforms his critical Idealist-neo-Kantian 
philosophy of spirit into a positive ontotheology, i.e., a sort of pre-
critical ontology of substance that abandons the Kantian criticism that 
constitutes the starting-point of every modern theological program33. 
Precisely because Tillich’s late thought is “worked out in a variety of 
within a different theoretical basis, in his Habilitationsschrift submitted to the Universität 
Halle in 1915. On this point, see TILLICH, P. Der Begriff des Übernatürlichen, sein 
dialektischer Charakter und das Prinzip der Identität, dargestellt an der supranatura-
listischen Theologie vor Schleiermacher. (1915). In: HUMMEL, G.; LAX, D. (Hrsg.). 
Ergänzungs- und Nachlaßbände zu den Gesammelten Werken von Paul Tillich. Band 
IX: Frühe Werke, p. 435-592. Following his criticism of supernatural theology before 
Schleiermacher, Tillich states: “Der Inbegriff aller Realität und Vollkommenheit müßte 
sowohl über Gott wie über den anderen Wesen stehen: Ist das Naturgesetz der Gott unter 
Gott, so das Absolute der Gott über Gott. Das Supra führt einerseits zu weit, anderseits 
nicht weit genug über die Welt hinaus“ (p. 474). The more well-known description of 
Tillich’s formula of the “God above God” is to be found in TILLICH, P. The Courage to 
Be. (1952). In: SCHARLEMANN, R. P. (Hrsg.). Main Works – Hauptwerke. Band V: 
Religiöse Schriften. Berlin; New York: Walter de Gruyter; Evangelisches Verlagswerk, 
1988, p. 228-230. See also TILLICH, P. The God above God. (1961). In: HUMMEL, 
G. (Hrsg.). Main Works – Hauptwerke. Band 6: Theologische Schriften. Berlin; New 
York: Walter de Gruyter; Evangelisches Verlagswerk, 1992, p. 418-421. On the charge 
of “realism” and even “metaphysical dualism” against Tillich, see ALSTON, W. P. God’s 
Action in the World. In: Divine Nature and Human Language: Essays in Philosophical 
Theology. Ithaca; London: Cornell University Press, 1989, p. 197-222. See also OGDEN, 
S. G. The Presence of God in the World: A Contribution to Postmodern Christology based 
on the Theologies of Paul Tillich and Karl Rahner. Bern: Peter Lang, 2007, p. 57-132. 
Ogden goes so far as to state that “Tillich’s God above God of theism can be dismissed 
as opaque and outdated metaphysical dualism, which is beyond conceptualization […] 
and out of touch with real human experience” (p. 98). For a brief discussion of Tillich’s 
paradoxical formula, see KEIL, G. Wie ist eine Vorstellung von Tillichs „Got über Got“ 
möglich? Neue Zeitschrift für Systematische Theologie und Religionsphilosophie, vol. 
32, Issue 3, 1990, p. 338-342. In this connection, see also the brief but insightful study 
developed by DANZ, C. Absolute Faith and the “God above God”: Tillich’s New Inter-
pretation of God, p. 19-22.
33 PAULSEN, F. Kant der Philosoph des Protestantismus. Kant-Studien, vol. 4, Issue 1-3, 
1900, p. 1-31.
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contexts and debates, which can sometimes obscure the character of its 
foundation34”, the philosophical structure that undergirds his magnum 
opus is usually disregarded as something passé. If, as we mentioned 
above, Tillich’s third phase can only be understood when the Monismus 
des Sinnes that characterizes his philosophy of spirit is presupposed 
as the foundational structure of his late theological system, then the 
ontologizing readings of his American writings need to be radically 
put into question. As a matter of fact, when analyzed in disconnection 
with his early writings on the philosophy of religion, Tillich’s late 
philosophical theology is described, at best, in terms of an “aporetic 
[aporiebehaftet]35” systematic building that finds its ground in a posi-
tive ontology. Yet, it is largely in this foundational ontological sense 
that Tillich’s philosophy and theology has been understood by his An-
glophone and French-speaking interpreters. Such ontological interpre-
tations are so unmistakably echoed in the writings of a vast number 
of scholars worldwide that the myth of Tillich as an ontotheologian, 
outside the German-speaking world, is virtually unanimously assumed 
as a consensus36.
In Brazil, this state of affairs is, of course, no exception. In the con-
text of the discussions promoted, for instance, by the Paul Tillich Society 
of Brazil37, the ontotheological interpretation of Tillich’s philosophy of 
religion and systematic theology has been more strongly sustained by its 
chairman – viz., Prof. Dr. Etienne Alfred Higuet. By means of his undeni-
able expertise on Tillich, Higuet can be considered the main exponent of 
the Tillichian research in the country. In his opinion, Tillich’s ontology 
present in the third phase of his academic production works as a sort of 
34 DANZ, C. Tillich’s Philosophy, p. 185. One clear example of such attempts to apply 
Tillich’s late theological thought in a variety of contexts and debates without paying 
due attention to his meaning-theory philosophy of spirit is the recent collection of texts 
organized by MANNING, R. R. (Ed.). Retrieving the Radical Tillich: His Legacy and 
Contemporary Importance. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015.
35 DIENSTBECK, S. Von der Sinntheorie zur Ontologie. Zum Verständnis des Spätwerks 
Paul Tillichs, p. 32.
36 BOSS, M. Au commencement la liberté: La religion de Kant réinventée par Fichte, 
Schelling et Tillich is, undoubtedly, an exception in this context.
37 A very instructive analysis of the reception, in a variety of contexts and debates, of Paul 
Tillich’s theological thought in Brazil can be found in the study developed by CALVANI, 
C. E. A recepção do pensamento de Tillich no Brasil. Revista Eletrônica Correlatio, 
vol. 5, no. 10, 2006, p. 152-182.
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philosophia prima, as long as it grounds his American writings. However, 
it is manifest that Higuet’s analysis of Tillich’s late writings has a strong 
influence on the way he analyzes the totality of the Tillichian œuvre – 
including the German philosophy of religion of the 1920s. As he states, 
“Paul Tillich’s theology of art, as well as his entire theology, is based on 
an existential and dynamic ontology, which is dominated by the dialectic 
of being and nonbeing, and by the polarities of essence and existence, 
divine and demonic, ground and abyss, unconditioned and conditioned, 
infinite and finite, creation and destruction, heteronomy and autonomy 
(together: theonomy), alienation and essentialization38”. In a more recent 
article, however, Higuet asserts that Tillich, “through his overcoming 
of theism, the generalization of symbolic language in theology, and his 
partial overcoming of onto-theo-logy, has anticipated the abandonment 
of forms of language and thought linked to an epoch dominated by the 
literal reading of myths and symbols – that is, its transformation into 
concepts – and the undeniable dogmatic authority39”. 
Here, as one can perceive, Higuet attributes to Tillich’s philo-
sophical theology the merit of, at least, a partial overcoming of the 
pre-Kantian ontotheological tradition. However, the precise import of 
Tillich’s alleged partial overcoming of ontotheology remains, at least 
in his analytical description, completely unanswered. Yet, even the 
statement advanced by him of a “partial overcoming of onto-the-ology” 
does not prevent Higuet’s defense, present in this same text, of an on-
tological foundation of the Tillichian reflection. As he emphasizes, “by 
means of these reflections, we do not intend to deny Tillich’s rooting in 
the Western metaphysical tradition, Platonic (essence-existence dual-
ism), and Aristotelian (substance and accidents). Nor are we willing to 
deny the ontotheological framework of his thinking, i.e., the ontological 
foundation of his theology40”. It is clear, as the sentences elaborated 
38 HIGUET, E. A. Ontologia e religião na teologia da cultura de Paul Tillich – A contribuição 
da ontologia para a análise religiosa da cultura. Revista Eletrônica Correlatio, vol. 11, 
no. 22, 2012, p. 20.
39 HIGUET, E. A. Falar de Deus no limite dos tempos: A contribuição de Paul Tillich à 
superação do teísmo na modernidade tardia. Revista Eletrônica Correlatio, vol. 13, no. 
26, 2014, p. 31.
40 HIGUET, E. A. Falar de Deus no limite dos tempos: A contribuição de Paul Tillich à 
superação do teísmo na modernidade tardia, p. 45. [Emphasis mine.]
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by Higuet show, that he not only describes Tillich’s late writings as 
fundamentally based on an ontotheological framework, but also that 
he is ready to move hermeneutically in a reverse manner, interpreting 
the totality of Tillich’s writings by taking the alleged ontotheological 
framework of his late thinking, i.e., “the ontological foundation of his 
theology”, as the starting point of his analytical procedure. It follows 
that instead of proceeding in a historical-critical fashion by taking Til-
lich’s early Sinntheorie and his Monismus des Sinnes as the leading 
motive of his thought (Danz), Higuet takes for granted an uncritical 
reading of the ontological theory present in the American Systematic 
Theology as the basic theme and guiding principle (Prinzip) of Til-
lich’s intellectual enterprise. With such a hermeneutical procedure, the 
entire post-Kantian tradition that characterizes the totality of Tillich’s 
writings is completely lost41. Hence, the way is opened to every sort 
of appropriative and unsustainable interpretation, including, of course, 
41 PAULSEN, F. Kant der Philosoph des Protestantismus, p. 1 states: „Der Neuthomismus, 
die Philosophie des restaurierten Katholizismus der Gegenwart, sammelt seine Kräfte 
zum Angriff auf Kant; ihn niederzuringen erscheint als die grosse Aufgabe der Zeit“. 
It seems that this state of affairs remains actual, even if in a modified form. The attack 
on Kant, which reverberates on the Kantian basis of Tillich’s intellectual productions, 
besides stemming from a “Catholic metaphysics”, is also carried forward today by means 
of an uncritical assumption of Heidegger’s description of German classical philosophy 
under the general key of an ontotheology. For an analysis of Heidegger’s philosophical 
historiography, cf.: HEIDEGGER, M. Die onto-theo-logische Verfassung der Metaphysik. 
(1956/57). In: Gesamtausgabe. I. Abteilung: veröffentlichte Schriften 1910-1976. Band 
11: Identität und Differenz. Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio Klostermann GmbH, 2006, p. 
51-79. Against Heidegger’s misleading philosophical historiography, see HENRICH, 
D. Der ontologische Gottesbeweis. Sein Problem und seine Geschichte in der Neuzeit. 
Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr (Paul Siebeck), 1960; see also PANNENBERG, W. Das Ende 
der Metaphysik und der Gottesgedanke. In: Metaphysik und Gottesgedanke. Göttingen; 
Zürich: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1988, p. 7-19. In Brazil, a clear criticism of Tillich’s 
philosophical standpoint on the basis of a naïve assumption of Heidegger’s encapsula-
tion of the whole building of German Idealism under the ontotheological hermeneutical 
key is advanced by JOSGRILBERG, R. Uma leitura pós-heideggeriana da onto-teologia 
de Tillich. Revista Eletrônica Correlatio, vol. 11, no. 21, 2012, p. 59-76. For my own 
criticism of Josgrilberg’s interpretation, see ABREU, F. H. Apontamentos sobre a re-
lação entre religião e autorreflexividade nos escritos sobre filosofia da religião de Paul 
Tillich (1919-1925), especially p. 90-91 [note 8]. In spite of Tillich’s critical reception 
of Heidegger, the myth of an ontotheologian Tillich is already completely overcome in 
the contemporary secondary literature. A recent and decisive criticism of this myth can 
be found in BOSS, M. Au commencement la liberté: La religion de Kant réinventée 
par Fichte, Schelling et Tillich, p. 17-55.
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as in Higuet’s professed dualistic understanding, a Platonic and Aris-
totelian one42.
Due to such misleading readings, the rather qualified “existential-
ist” ontology developed by Tillich has been analyzed in a completely 
independent manner, as if it had nothing to do with the foundational 
structure of his German theory of meaning. Thus, the very structure of 
a philosophy of spirit and meaning built by Tillich seems to recede to 
the point of being completely replaced by an independent, uncritical 
ontological theory (ontotheology), which is usually interpreted in op-
position to his previous writings on the philosophy of religion43. The 
inevitable result of this type of “dispensationalistic interpretation” is, 
in the vast majority of cases, not only the complete obliteration of the 
philosophical enterprise developed by Tillich during the second phase 
of his academic production, but also a little nuanced and, in the last 
analysis, a superficial understanding of the nature of the ontological 
theory that characterizes his American writings44. In the light of this 
42 It is important to stress, notwithstanding, that Higuet’s recent ontotheological reading of 
Tillich seems to be a revision of his former understanding of Tillich’s monistic standpoint. 
Although articulated in a context of a radical criticism of Tillich’s philosophical-theological 
position vis-à-vis the political theologies of the 1960s, Higuet correctly stresses Tillich’s 
monistic perception present also in his late Systematic Theology. On this point, see HIGUET, 
E. A. Escatologia e teologia da ação: A Teologia Sistemática de Paul Tillich. Revista Ecle-
siástica Brasileira, vol. 37, fasc. 147, 1977, p. 525-568, especially p. 557-561.
43 This is the position of, amongst others, LEINER, M. Tillich on God. In: MANNING, 
R. R. (Ed.). The Cambridge Companion to Paul Tillich, p. 43: “The first volume of 
Systematic Theology (1951) emphasizes other elements besides the breakthrough of the 
basic ground (‘tragender Grund’) of the self in the knowledge of God. The theory of sub-
jectivity recedes into the background, while ontology becomes more important”. Against 
Leiner, see, for instance, DANZ, C. Tillich’s Philosophy, p. 184-186. In this connection, 
HAIGIS, P. Is Religion Rational? The Religious Apriori in the Philosophy of Religion of 
Ernst Troeltsch and Paul Tillich, p. 113 [note 51] correctly states that the German period 
of Tillich’s philosophical reflection is important because in this period, as he puts it, “the 
fundaments of Tillich’s thinking has been settled and its instruments have been prepared, 
which are decisive also in later times”.
44 DOURLEY, J. P. The Problem of Essentialism: Tillich’s Anthropology versus His 
Christology. In: PARRELLA, F. J. (Ed.). Paul Tillich’s Theological Legacy: Spirit and 
Community; International Paul Tillich Conference. New Harmony, 17-20 June 1993. 
Berlin; New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1995, p. 125-141 is a typical example of this little 
nuanced criticism. Dourley’s article is based exclusively on Tillich’s later writings, above 
all the three-volume American Systematic Theology, leaving completely aside the writings 
which comprise Tillich’s German period. As a consequence, Dourley fails to escape from 
the mistake of charging Tillich’s theological reflection with “essentialism”. This kind of 
characterization would have been impossible if an analysis of Tillich’s German writings 
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general hermeneutical framework, Tillich is interpreted as “an onto-
theologian par excellence45”, and that means that his philosophy of 
spirit and meaning or value creation is, in the last analysis, completely 
obliterated by his alleged pre-Kantian ontotheological starting point. 
Such a suppression of Tillich’s philosophy of spirit takes place pre-
cisely because of the ontotheologizing interpretation that ascribes to 
his ontological theory the status of a foundational structure of all his 
late thinking. If Tillich’s late philosophical theology is, in fact, onto-
theologically grounded, then the corollary of this statement is that any 
attempt at offering an interpretation of his American works under the 
perspective of his meaning-theory philosophy of spirit – an interpreta-
tion that cannot be the developed in the context of the present analysis 
of the foundation of his German philosophy of religion – is, ab initio, 
doomed to failure. In this case, one is supposed to acknowledge that 
had been accomplished with due rigor. CLAYTON, J. P. The Concept of Correlation: 
Paul Tillich and the Possibility of a Mediating Theology. Berlin; New York: Walter de 
Gruyter, 1980, p. 191-249 (especially, p. 236), in turn, not only reproaches Tillich’s 
alleged “essentialism”, but also suggests that, with the development of the “method of 
correlation”, advanced in a more thorough fashion especially in his Systematic Theology, 
the Kulturtheologie of 1919 was arbitrarily transformed into “apologetic theology”, i.e., a 
theology utterly dependent on “kerygmatic theology” (Kirchentheologie). On this point, 
cf. p. 222 of Clayton’s work. See also CLAYTON, J. P. Was heißt «Korrelation» bei Paul 
Tillich? Neue Zeitschrift für Systematische Theologie und Religionsphilosophie, vol. 
20, Issue 2, 1978, p. 175-191. COBB, K. Reconsidering the Status of Popular Culture 
in Tillich’s Theology of Culture. Journal of the American Academy of Religion, vol. 
63, no. 1, 1995, p. 53-84 follows the same misleading idea, as does SCHWEIKER, W. 
Theology of Culture and its Future. In: MANNING, R. R. The Cambridge Compan-
ion to Paul Tillich, p. 138-151. For a brief but also more nuanced analysis of Tillich’s 
“method of correlation”, see REPP, M. Zum Hintergrund von Paul Tillichs Korrelations-
Methode. Neue Zeitschrift für Systematische Theologie und Religionsphilosophie, 
vol. 24, Issue 1-3, 2009, p. 206-215. See also GRUBE, D.-M. Kontextinvariante Wahrheit 
in geschichtlicher Vermittlung? Eine Analyse von Tillichs Methode der Korrelation. In: 
HUMMEL, G. (Ed.). Truth and History – a Dialogue with Paul Tillich. Proceedings of 
the VI. International Symposium held in Frankfurt/Main 1996. Berlin; New York: Walter 
de Gruyter, 1998, p. 49-68.
45 ROBBINS, J. W. Changing Ontotheology: Paul Tillich, Catherine Malabou, and the Plas-
tic God. In: MANNING, R. R. (Ed.). Retrieving the Radical Tillich: His Legacy and 
Contemporary Importance, p. 159. This ontological characterization of Tillich’s thinking 
on the basis of Heidegger’s philosophical historiography has already been advocated by, 
amongst others, WINQUIST, C. Desiring Theology. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1995, p. 62: “Tillich is not a postmodern theologian. He clearly works within the 
ontotheological tradition. The hermeneutical strategies within his thinking are elaborative 
rather than deconstructive”.
Revista Eletrônica Correlatio v. 16, n. 1 - Junho de 2017
Fábio Henrique de Abreu24
the category of meaning (Sinn), important as it may have been for the 
unfolding of Tillich’s German philosophy of religion, is superseded in 
his late writings by the category of being (Sein), here understood as 
the epicenter of a pre-Kantian ontology of substance. Therefore, an 
objective ontology in the realist sense assumes the status of a philo-
sophical ground that, as such, operates as the structural framework of 
his late thinking. The inevitable result of such an understanding is the 
widespread misconception, supported by a vast number of contemporary 
scholars, that Tillich’s German works are of “a higher quality” when 
compared to his later philosophical and theological writings46.
Nevertheless, and however superficial this kind of generalized 
interpretation may be, every single attempt to characterize Tillich’s 
philosophical thought as a whole through a disjunctive movement 
between Sinn and Sein raises – as Christian Danz puts it – more ques-
tions than solutions47. Moreover, such dispensationalistic renderings of 
Tillich’s thought are not able to respond to the increasing recognition 
in the contemporary secondary literature that the central elements 
of Tillich’s theory of meaning are also undeniably essential to his 
subsequent intellectual production – and this in regards to both his 
later and broader works under the scopus of a “theology of culture” 
and his Systematic Theology48. Faced with such difficulties, it seems 
that a hermeneutical key operating along the lines of an eclipse of the 
Sinn by the Sein is not satisfactory for a rigorous interpretation of Til-
lich’s thought in its totality and programmatic intention. Against those 
46 DIENSTBECK, S. Von der Sinntheorie zur Ontologie. Zum Verständnis des Spätwerks 
Paul Tillichs, p. 32: „Insbesondere die in Deutschland angefertigten Beiträge Tillichs 
gelten in der heutigen Forschung als dem Spätwerk qualitativ überlegen“.
47 DANZ, C. Tillich’s Philosophy, p. 185. As Danz’s precisely stated conclusion asserts: 
“In light of these difficulties, it seems to me no longer helpful to characterize Tillich’s 
philosophical development as a movement from meaning to being” (p. 186).
48 WENZ, G. Subjekt und Sein. Die Entwicklung der Theologie Paul Tillichs. München: 
Chr. Kaiser Verlag, 1979, p. 48 states that has prevailed „in der Sekundärliteratur mehr 
und mehr die Einsicht in [die] Kontinuität des Tillichschens Denkens“. On the con-
tinuity of the totality of Tillich’s œuvre, see the bibliographical review presented by 
DANZ, C. Religion als Freiheitsbewußtsein. Eine Studie zur Theologie als Theorie der 
Konstitutionsbedingungen individueller Subjektivität bei Paul Tillich, p. 4 [note 6]. In 
this connection, see also the already mentioned work (note 13 above) by FISCHER, H. 
Systematische Theologie. Konzeptionen und Probleme im 20. Jahrhundert, p. 152-157.
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renderings of Tillich’s thought as ontologically grounded49, one is to 
understand Tillich’s ontology, according to Danz, as a theory that aims 
to explicate “the structure of experience” and, thus, the “determinate-
ness of finite freedom50”, and not a pre-Kantian systematic foundation 
that finds its ground in any sort of uncritical realism understood in 
an objective sense. As Tillich states in his Systematic Theology, “the 
truth of all ontological concepts is their power of expressing that 
which makes the subject-object structure possible. They constitute this 
structure; they are not controlled by it51”. Tillich’s ontology can be 
accurately described, in this sense, as a transcendental philosophical 
description of the structures of self-relatedness that are constitutive 
for the self-world correlation. This late ontological determination is 
directly connected, therefore, to Tillich’s meaning-theory philosophy 
of spirit, which finds its ground on the Unconditional as the foun-
dation of being and every meaning-bestowal (Sinnstiftung)52. Such 
49 See the discussion of an ontological reading of Tillich as advanced by BAYER, O. 
Wort und Sein. In: HUMMEL, G.; LAX, D. (Ed.). Being Versus Word in Paul Til-
lich’s Theology? Proceedings of the VII. International Paul Tillich-Symposium held in 
Frankfurt/Main 1998. Seins versus Wort in Paul Tillichs Theologie? Berlin; New York: 
Walter de Gruyter GmbH & Co. KG, 1999, p. 13-23. Against Bayer’s interpretation, see: 
STURM, E. Sein oder Wort? Zu Oswald Bayers Tillich-Interpretation. In: HUMMEL, 
G.; LAX, D. (Ed.). Being Versus Word in Paul Tillich’s Theology? Proceedings of the 
VII. International Paul-Tillich-Symposium held in Frankfurt/Main 1998. Sein versus 
Wort in Paul Tillichs Theologie?, p. 24-48; WENZ, G. Tillichs letztes Blatt: Über Kant, 
Hamann und Oswald Bayers Kritik der Tillichschen Ontotheologie. In: HUMMEL, G.; 
LAX, D. (Ed.). Being Versus Word in Paul Tillich’s Theology? Proceedings of the VII. 
International Paul-Tillich-Symposium held in Frankfurt/Main 1998. Sein versus Wort in 
Paul Tillichs Theologie?, p. 49-72; ASKANI, H.-C. Tillichs Offenbarungsverständnis als 
Stein des Anstoßes und Prüfstein seiner Theologie: Eine Auseinandersetzung mit Oswald 
Bayers Tillich-Kritik. In: HUMMEL, G.; LAX, D. (Ed.). Being Versus Word in Paul 
Tillich’s Theology? Proceedings of the VII. International Paul-Tillich-Symposium held 
in Frankfurt/Main 1998. Sein versus Wort in Paul Tillichs Theologie?, p. 73-101.
50 On this point, see DANZ, C. Religion als Freiheitsbewußtsein. Eine Studie zur 
Theologie als Theorie der Konstitutionsbedingungen individueller Subjektivität bei 
Paul Tillich, p. 13-73.
51  TILLICH, P. Systematic Theology. Volume I: Reason and Revelation, Being and God, 
p. 169.
52 WAGNER, F. Religion zwischen Positivität des Unbedingten und bedingter Erfahrung. 
In: Was ist Religion? Studien zu ihrem Begriff und Thema in Geschichte und Gegenwart. 
Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus Mohn, 1986, p. 384 claims that the idea of das Unbed-
ingte as the ground of being and Sinnstiftung is unjustifiable. Against Wagner’s reading, 
however, cf. DANZ, C. Religion als Freiheitsbewußtsein. Eine Studie zur Theologie 
als Theorie der Konstitutionsbedingungen individueller Subjektivität bei Paul Tillich, p. 
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an interpretation, although only outlined here under the perspective 
presented by the secondary literature, contradicts the still pervasive 
ontotheological hermeneutical key precisely because it fails to rec-
ognize that the fundamental theoretical elements of Tillich’s thought 
should be elucidated by the writings that comprise his Idealist-neo-
Kantian phase, and not through an isolated reading of the literature 
that composes the third period of his academic production53. It is the 
development of this Idealist-neo-Kantian theoretical structure that con-
stitutes Tillich’s most ingenious philosophical achievement, and sets 
the grounds for his more well-known, although less comprehensively 
understood, “ontological turn”. As a corollary of these considerations 
it follows that, apart from a thorough exegetical analysis of the writ-
ings that compose Tillich’s second phase, also his later works on 
philosophy and theology will never be understood in a minimally 
rigorous and consistent manner54. Tillich’s ontological turn – if one is 
really allowed to speak, with the required exegetical precision, of an 
ontological turn in his philosophical-theological development in any 
sense whatsoever55 – constitutes, to put it bluntly, a necessary moment 
7-8: „Wagner selbst sucht diesem Dilemma durch eine im Anschluß an Hegels Logik 
konzipierte spekulative Theorie des Absoluten zu entgehen. Wagners Kritik setzt voraus, 
daß eine von der religiösen Gewißheit ausgehende Begründung der Theologie ab ovo 
zum Scheitern verurteilt ist. Mit dieser Problemcharakterisierung verfehlt er jedoch den 
transzendentalphilosophischen Status von Tillichs theologischem Prinzip. Tillich geht es 
[...] nicht um eine Begründung des Prinzips an ihm selbst, sondern um die Explikation 
der Anerkennung des Faktums der endlichen Freiheit“.
53 Tillich himself warns his readers regarding the dependence of his later work – especially 
his Systematic Theology – on the concepts developed in his early works: “There is even 
in a well organized work such as my Systematic Theology a certain inconsistency and 
indefiniteness of terminology; there is the influence of different, sometimes competitive 
motives of thought, and there is a taking for granted of concepts and arguments which 
have been dealt with in other places”. TILLICH, P. Autobiographical Reflections. In: 
KEGLEY, C. W.; BRETALL, R. W. (Ed.). The Theology of Paul Tillich. New York: 
The Macmillan Company, 1964, p. 15.
54 DANZ, C. Tillich’s Philosophy, p. 173-174.
55 According to BOSS, M. Au commencement la liberté: La religion de Kant réinventée par 
Fichte, Schelling et Tillich, p. 9-10, it is mistaken to talk even of an “existentialist turn” in 
Tillich’s intellectual development, since his qualified existentialist perspective was already 
advanced, in its fundamental contours, before Tillich’s encounter with Heidegger. For Boss, 
Tillich’s philosophy finds its roots in his integration of the philosophical legacies of Kant, 
Fichte, and Schelling. As Boss states: « sous l’ifluence décisive du néofichtéisme introduit 
à Halle par son mentor Fritz Medicus, Tillich structure sa philosophie de la religion comme 
un système dans lequel entrent en tension deux interprétations rivals et pourtant complé-
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within his philosophy of spirit and transcendental theory of mean-
ing56, and not, as the ontotheological interpretations of his thinking 
emphasize, the ultimate foundational structure or philosophia prima 
of his system-building. As a result, one is forced to return to Tillich’s 
intermediary stage, represented by his turn toward an Idealist-neo-
Kantian theory of meaning, in order to understand the foundations 
of his understanding of spirit, meaning, and religion that constitutes 
the philosophical basis of the totality of his ulterior writings on the 
philosophy of religion and systematic theology.
Sinngehalt und Sinnform: Essential Unity and Actual Distinction
If we move our attention away from the one-sidedness intrinsic 
to a somewhat outdated “history of effects” (Gadamer) of Tillichian 
thought; and if we are really willing to pay due attention to the con-
ceptual structure of his theory of meaning; then we will soon realize 
that the intermediary stage represented by his writings on the philoso-
phy of spirit, meaning, and religion cannot and should not be simply 
abandoned or analyzed in discontinuity with his later works. First of 
all, it is necessary to perceive that in this particular period of Tillich-
ian reflection, the “constellations of problems57” he was dealing with is 
mentaires de Kant: l’une conçoit la liberté dans les termes fichtéens d’une fondamentale 
autoposition de la raison (dans le prolongement des réflexions de Kant sur l’autonomie de 
la volonté); l’autre la comprend dans les termes schellingiens d’un abyssal pouvoir d’au-
tocontradiction (dans la continuité des méditations de Kant sur le mal radical) » (p. 9-10). 
Although it is possible to agree with Boss’ rejection of an existentialist turn in Tillich’s 
intellectual development, it seems to be an undeniable fact that Tillich not only adopts in 
his late writings an existentialist language, but also that in his American period, especially in 
the Systematic Theology, “ontology comes more strongly into the foreground than in earlier 
periods”. On this point, see DANZ, C. Tillich’s Philosophy, p. 184. The already mentioned 
study by STURM, E. Paul Tillichs Heidegger-Rezeption, p. 24-37 is also important here 
(see note 31 above). Regarding Tillich’s ontological concern, see TILLICH, P. The Courage 
to Be, p. 141-230, and TILLICH, P. Love, Power, and Justice. Ontological Analyses and 
Ethical Applications. (1954). In: STURM, E. (Hrsg.). Main Works – Hauptwerke. Band 
III: Sozialphilosophische und ethische Schriften. Berlin; New York: Walter de Gruyter; 
Evangelisches Verlagswerk, 1998, p. 583-650.
56 DIENSTBECK, S. Von der Sinntheorie zur Ontologie. Zum Verständnis des Spätwerks 
Paul Tillichs, p. 32-59.
57 On the idea of a common “constellation of problems” that guides the discussions of 
interrelated subject-matters by different authors, see HENRICH, D. Konstellationen. 
Probleme und Debatten am Ursprung der idealistischen Philosophie (1789-1795). Stutt-
gart: Klett-Cotta Verlag, 1991, p. 29-46.
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none other than the rigorous foundation of a philosophy of spirit – or 
consciousness – and meaning, by means of which not only a philosophy 
of spirit is presupposed, but also by which the ground of the concept of 
religion is articulated as the prius of self-consciousness. On the other 
hand, Tillich, in basic agreement with his closest philosophical and 
theological antecessors and dialogue partners (Fichte, Schelling, Schlei-
ermacher, and Troeltsch, especially), is concerned, just like them, with 
the problem of the “autonomy of religion”, trying to assert it without 
providing room for a diastasis between religion and culture. Rather, 
in his perspective, and in contrast to the main exponents of the Wort-
Gottes-Theologie led by Karl Barth, religion only becomes accessible 
through culture58, i.e., through the concrete forms posited by the spirit 
in its incessant creative and meaningful activity. Tillich’s position means 
that every attempt to construct a diastasis between these two dimensions 
of intentionality of consciousness is, in the last analysis, completely 
impossible59. In this sense, Tillich can be considered, cum grano salis, 
and in contrast to his own theological self-perception, a typical heir 
of German liberal theologies – or, more precisely, the true heir of the 
theological program developed by Ernst Troeltsch, “der Systematiker 
der religionsgeschichtlichen Schule” –, and his philosophy of religion, 
here understood as a particular form of fundamental theology, fully 
corresponds to a “theory of theology”, constructed upon the founda-
tional post-Kantian perspective of “a theology of modernity60”. Tillich’s 
58 According to CLAYTON, J. P. The Concept of Correlation: Paul Tillich and the Pos-
sibility of a Mediating Theology, p. 121, Tillich employs the concept of “culture” in 
three different ways: “(1) ‘culture’ as the cultivation of natural capacities; (2) ‘culture’ 
as Geistesleben; (3) ‘culture’ as a complex whole”. For an analysis of these three dif-
ferent meanings of culture in Tillich’s œuvre, see p. 123-152 of Clayton’s work. In this 
connection, see also MOXTER, M. Kultur als Lebenswelt: Studien zum Problem einer 
Kulturtheologie. Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr (Paul Siebeck), 2000, especially p. 86-98.
59 Cf. CORDEMANN, C. Religion und Kultur. Paul Tillichs religionsphilosophische Grund-
legung einer Theologie der Kultur, especially p. 103-110.
60 FISCHER, H. Systematische Theologie. Konzeptionen und Probleme im 20. Jahrhun-
dert, p 153. For an attempt to systematize the various theological liberalisms as types of 
“Theologietheorie” and “Theologie der Moderne” see WOLFES, M. Protestantische 
Theologie und moderne Welt: Studien zur Geschichte der liberalen Theologie nach 
1918. Berlin; New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1999, p. 570-586. That Tillich himself never 
escaped from the very liberal theological tradition he was willing to reject is something 
more than obvious. In this connection, see CLAYTON, J. P. The Concept of Correlation: 
Paul Tillich and the Possibility of a Mediating Theology, p. 3-83, who demonstrates, in a 
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philosophical and theological thought assumes the programmatic form, 
as Danz rigorously developed it, of a “theory of the constitutive condi-
tions of individual subjectivity61”.
The permanent and indispensable relationship between religion and 
culture systematically advanced in Tillich’s philosophy of religion is not 
by any means accidental, but rather a requirement that stems from the 
foundational basis of his thought. This configuration becomes neces-
sary due to its development under the general perspective of a theory 
of consciousness and meaning, as well as a theory of intentional or 
noetic consciousness. Religion, in this case, represents an attitude of 
directedness and intentionality of human consciousness in its search for 
the ultimate ground of reality. The influence of Husserl’s phenomenol-
ogy in the development of Tillich’s philosophy of consciousness and 
meaning is, thus, quite remarkable, although scarcely explored outside 
the German-speaking world62. As Danz with accuracy sustains, “in his 
determination of religion as directedness toward or the intention of the 
Unconditional [Meinen des Unbedingten], Tillich’s reception of Husserl’s 
phenomenology is reverberated63”. To the extent that Tillich appropriates 
the main features of Husserl’s Intentionalitätstheorie, it becomes clear 
that Tillich’s philosophy of religion, understood as a specific type of 
transcendental philosophy, is to be interpreted as a systematic building 
standing between the Idealist-neo-Kantian tradition and the Husserlian 
satisfactory fashion, Tillich’s filiation to the “Schleiermacher-Troeltsch line” of modern 
protestant theology. In this connection, see also MANNING, R. R. Theology at the End 
of Culture: Tillich’s Theology of Culture and Art. Leuven; Paris; Dudley: Peeters, 2005, 
especially p. 5-55, who restates Clayton’s historical-theological definition (p. 3).
61 DANZ, C. Religion als Freiheitsbewußtsein. Eine Studie zur Theologie als Theorie der 
Konstitutionsbedingungen individueller Subjektivität bei Paul Tillich, p. 413-415.
62 NEUGEBAUER, G. Die geistphilosophischen Grundlagen der Kulturtheologie Tillichs vor 
dem Hintergrund seiner Schelling- und Husserlrezeption. In: DANZ, C.; SCHÜßLER, W. 
(Hrsg.). Paul Tillichs Theologie der Kultur: Aspekte, Probleme, Perspektiven, p. 38-63, 
for instance, shows with accuracy the influence of Husserl’s phenomenological philosophy 
on the philosophical thought developed by Tillich. Husserl’s influence is, by the way, an 
indispensable feature to be observed, analyzed, and grasped in every rigorous analysis of 
Tillich’s philosophy of religion and philosophical theology, although his influence – unfor-
tunately – has frequently been disregarded outside the German-speaking world.
63 DANZ, C. Zwischen Transzendentalphilosophie und Phänomenologie. Die methodischen 
Grundlagen der Religionstheorien bei Otto und Tillich, p. 344. For a more detailed ana-
lysis see NEUGEBAUER, G. Die geistphilosophischen Grundlagen der Kulturtheologie 
Tillichs vor dem Hintergrund seiner Schelling- und Husserlrezeption, p. 47-63.
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phenomenological-psychological school64. Thus, the activity-structure of 
the intentional or noetic consciousness is to be seen as an integral part 
of Tillich’s philosophy of spirit. This structure plays an essential role 
not only in the foundation of his philosophy of religion, but also in his 
methodological attempt to solve the “enduring problem” (H. R. Niebuhr) 
regarding the mode of the relation between religion and culture.
As an attitude of directedness and intentionality of human con-
sciousness in its search for the ultimate ground of reality, Tillich’s 
philosophy of religion already shows itself characterized by a phe-
nomenological dimension that, although derived from Husserl’s In-
tentionalitätstheorie, has to be analyzed according to Tillich’s own 
appropriation, i.e., from the perspective of the broader scopus of his 
Idealist-neo-Kantian theory of meaning. Even though the foundations 
of Tillich’s theory of meaning are already outlined in his correspon-
dences with Hirsch, as well as in his subsequent writings, a fully 
developed Sinntheorie can only be found within the development of 
his 1923 System der Wissenschaften nach Gegenständen und Meth-
oden, and in his 1925 Religionsphilosophie onwards65. This means 
that, although Tillich had been wrestling with the methodological 
and conceptual presentation of his theology of culture, as his lectures 
held at the University of Berlin during the years of 1919 and 1920 
impressively demonstrate, it is not possible to grasp the true philo-
sophical foundation of his Kulturtheologie without an analysis of his 
works after the appearance of his 1923 Wissenschaftssystem. It is true, 
however, that by means of his 1919 lectures held at the University of 
Berlin, under the title Das Christentum und die Gesellschaftsprobleme 
64 DANZ, C. Zwischen Transzendentalphilosophie und Phänomenologie. Die methodischen 
Grundlagen der Religionstheorien bei Otto und Tillich, p. 341-345. In this connection, 
see also the elucidative article by MOXTER, M. Kritischer Intuitionismus. Tillichs 
Religionsphilosophie zwischen Neukantianismus und Phänomenologie, p. 173-195; one 
can find another important discussion in MOXTER, M. Tillich und die neukantianische 
Rechtstheorie. In: DANZ, C.; SCHÜßLER, W. (Hrsg.). Paul Tillichs Theologie der 
Kultur: Aspekte, Probleme, Perspektiven, p. 228-248.
65  DANZ, C. Die Religion in der Kultur. Karl Barth und Paul Tillich über die Grundlagen 
einer Theologie der Kultur. In: DANZ, C.; SCHÜßLER, W. (Hrsg.). Paul Tillichs Theo-
logie der Kultur: Aspekte, Probleme, Perspektiven, p. 215. In the lines below, although 
by means of paraphrases and not direct translations from the original German article, I 
will be closely following Danz’s arguments.
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der Gegenwart66, the first detailed account of Tillich’s Kulturtheologie 
is presented. Furthermore, in these early texts, the main features of 
Tillich’s understanding of a theology of culture are, in fact, already 
visible. Nevertheless, and this is extremely important to emphasize, 
these texts cannot be considered more than a programmatic sketch 
when compared to his fully developed theoretical enterprise. That’s 
due to the fact that, at this particular time, Tillich had not yet achieved 
the means to fulfill his program of a theology of culture, even if the 
concept of meaning is already applied as a unifying principle that aims 
to integrate the differentiated modern culture into the scopus of his 
philosophy of religion. The conceptual framework of Tillich’s fully 
developed Kulturtheologie is built upon the basis of a philosophy of 
spirit characterized by a theory of meaning, i.e., by the advancement 
of his Monismus des Sinnes. Yet, before his Wissenschaftsarchitek-
tonik he has not been able to combine his theory of meaning with 
his philosophy of spirit. Only from the final achievement of this 
theoretical basis is Tillich “able to describe the relationship between 
religion and culture appropriately”. For this reason it is not possible 
to present the true meaning of Tillich’s theology of culture on the 
basis of his 1919 Kulturvortrag only, – viz., the lecture Über die Idee 
einer Theologie der Kultur –, as many researchers believe to be67. 
66 TILLICH, P. Das Christentum und die Gesellschaftsprobleme der Gegenwart. (1919). In: 
STURM, E. (Hrsg.). Ergänzungs- und Nachlaßbände zu den Gesammelten Werken 
von Paul Tillich. Band XII: Berliner Vorlesungen I (1919-1920). Berlin; New York: 
Walter de Gruyter GmbH & Co. KG, 2001, p. 27-258.
67 Here, a few examples will suffice: GABUS, J.-P. Introduction à la théologie de la culture 
de Paul Tillich. Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1969; GRONDIN, N. Genèse 
de l’idée d’une théologie de la culture. In: DESPLAND, M.; PETIT, J.-C.; RICHARD, 
J. (Éd.). Religion et culture: Actes du colloque international du centenaire Paul Tillich 
Université Laval, Québec, 18 août 1986. Québec: Les Presses de l’Université Laval; 
Éditions du Cerf, 1987, p. 207-216; CALVANI, C. E. B. Teologia e MPB. São Paulo: 
Edições Loyola, 1998, p. 21-108; MUELLER, E. R. Entre a religião e seu conceito: 
questões fundamentais da filosofia da religião de Paul Tillich nos anos 20. Numen: re-
vista de estudo e pesquisa da religião, vol. 9, no. 1, 2006, p. 11-41; HIGUET, E. A. As 
relações entre religião e cultura no pensamento de Paul Tillich. Revista Eletrônica Cor-
relatio, no. 14, 2008, p. 123-143; SCHWEIKER, W. Theology of Culture and its Future, 
p. 138-151. In view of that, one is not to conclude that the works mentioned above are 
deprived of valor. On the contrary, they are tools that contribute, each in its own manner, 
to the elucidation of many of the fundamental concepts advanced by Tillich in his 1919 
Kulturvortrag. Nonetheless, as they bypass the fact that only from the full development 
of Tillich’s theory of meaning, which was finally achieved by him in his 1923 System 
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Over against such a misleading procedure, one has to be aware that 
an analysis of Tillich’s theology of culture is only possible when the 
fundamental structure of his Bewußtseinsphilosophie, combined with 
his Sinntheorie, are assumed as the starting point for the development 
of the true nature of his concepts of religion and culture, as well as 
the dynamic interrelated character ascribed to them. The structural 
elements and the specific form [Gestalt] of Tillich’s philosophical 
program are best represented, as Danz states it, from the outcome of 
the fully developed form of his “meaning-theory philosophy of spirit 
[sinntheoretischen Geistesphilosophie]68”. Apart from the foundational 
nature of this meaning-theory philosophy of spirit, the true import of 
Tillich’s Kulturtheologie is completely lost.
Once these critical observations are exposed, the delineation of the 
concept of religion and culture, as well as their necessary interrelated-
ness, becomes approachable. As stated before, religion is understood 
by Tillich as an attitude of directedness and intentionality of human 
consciousness in its search for the ultimate ground of reality. But, the 
character of this intentionality is only possible to be grasped through an 
analysis of his sinntheoretischen Geistesphilosophie. Now, that Tillich 
understands religion in terms of an intentional attitude of conscious-
ness is something that can be easily perceived through an analysis of 
his reflections on the theme of the essence of religion advanced in his 
groundbreaking 1925 Religionsphilosophie69. By formulating his con-
cept of religion from the basic perspective of an Idealist-neo-Kantian 
theory of meaning, Tillich says that in all “consciousness of meaning 
[Sinnbewußtsein]” there are three elements included. Firstly, there is 
the consciousness of the context or interconnected structure of meaning 
der Wissenschaft, the meaning of religion and culture, as well as their interrelatedness, 
are formulated in a rather unsophisticated manner – and here we do not need to add that 
the fundamental structure of Tillich’s Bewußtseinsphilosophie, especially the paradoxical 
nature of the spirit, is not developed in any sense whatsoever.
68 DANZ, C. Die Religion in der Kultur. Karl Barth und Paul Tillich über die Grundlagen 
einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 215-216: „Blickt man sich in dem Wissenschaftssystem 
und in der Religionsphilosophie nach Bestimmungen des Geistes um, dann fällt sofort 
die enge Verbindung von Geist- und Sinnbegriff auf“ (p. 216).
69 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie. (1925). In: CLAYTON, J. P. (Hrsg.). Main Works – 
Hauptwerke. Band 4: Religionsphilosophische Schriften. Berlin; New York: Walter de 
Gruyter; Evangelisches Verlagswerk, 1987, p. 117-170.
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(Sinnzusammenhanges) from which the meaning is settled and without 
which the meaning would be lost. Secondly, there is the consciousness 
of the meaningfulness (Sinnhaftigkeit) of the interconnected structure 
of meaning itself, i.e., the consciousness of “an unconditioned mean-
ing [einen unbedingt Sinn]”, which is present in all particular mean-
ing. Thirdly, there is the consciousness of a claim under which all 
particular meaning remains, i.e., the claim to “fulfill the unconditional 
meaning [Sinn zu den unbedingten erfüllen]70”. Meaning is, thus, al-
ways contextually interrelated, and its meaningfulness depends on the 
interconnected structure of meaning, which is itself grounded in the 
unconditional dimension of reality that demands fulfillment. It is pre-
cisely this demand for fulfillment that reveals the intentional character 
of self-consciousness, and, therefore, the phenomenological dimension 
of Tillich’s philosophy of religion71.
From the delineation of these three elements involved in all con-
sciousness of meaning, the concepts of religion and culture, as well as 
their relationship of indispensable reciprocity, become intelligible. If 
the intentional or noetic consciousness is directed toward the particu-
lar forms of meaning and its unity (die einzelnen Sinnformen und ihre 
Einheit), then we find the determination of the concept of “culture”. On 
the other hand, if the intentional consciousness is directed toward the 
unconditioned meaning or the substance of meaning (den unbedingten 
Sinn, den Sinngehalt), we find in this way the concept of “religion”. 
As the classical Tillichian formula states: “Religion is the intentional 
directedness toward [Richtung] the Unconditional, culture is the inten-
tional directedness toward the conditional forms and its unity, which 
are the most general and formal determinations [Bestimmungen] of the 
philosophy of religion and the philosophy of culture72”. This same for-
70 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 133.
71 GRUBE, D.-M. A Critical Reconstruction of Paul Tillich’s Epistemology. Religious 
Studies, vol. 33, 1997, p. 71 asserts that, in his American period, Tillich changes the 
basis of his transcendental philosophy by formulating a phenomenological method as its 
new foundation. There is, indeed, a phenomenological dimension in Tillich’s philosophy 
of religion, which is a constitutive part of his description of religion as Richtung auf das 
Unbedingte. But, a phenomenological dimension is not a phenomenological foundation, 
as Grube intends. Rather, this dimension is to be analyzed within the broader scopus of 
his philosophy of spirit, and not otherwise.
72 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 134.
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mula appears two years before in his System der Wissenschaft nach 
Gegenständen und Methoden, where Tillich states that religion is “the 
immediate intentional directedness toward the Unconditional [Die un-
mitelbare Richtung auf das Unbedingte]73”. Of particular importance, 
however, is Tillich’s modification of his rather vague description of 
religion as the dialectical “experience of the Unconditional [Erfahrung 
des Unbedingten]”, as formulated in the first edition of his 1919 Kultur-
vortrag, in order to stress his phenomenologically inspired determination 
of religion as an act of directedness of the intentional consciousness 
toward the Unconditional (Richtung auf das Unbedingte), as the second 
edition of this same lecture (1921) clearly states74. This replacement al-
lows describing in a much more accurate manner the place and function 
of religion in the structure of the spirit rather than the broad category 
of experience75.
According to the lines stated above, it is evident that, since the 
beginning of the 1920s, religion has been conceived by Tillich through a 
phenomenological dimension that he includes into the broader scopus of 
his meaning-theory philosophy of spirit: religion is, thus, an attitude of 
directedness and intentionality of human consciousness in its search for 
the fulfillment of the unconditional meaning present in every spiritual 
activity. Through the forms of meaning posited by the spirit in its inces-
73 TILLICH, P. Das System der Wissenschaften nach Gegenständen und Methoden. (1923). 
In: WENZ, G. (Hrsg.). Main Works – Hauptwerke. Band 1: Philosophische Schriften. 
Berlin; New York: Walter de Gruyter; Evangelisches Verlagswerk, 1989, p. 209. See, in 
this connection, the contribution by WITTEKIND, F. Gottesdienst als Handlungsraum. 
Zur symboltheoretischen Konstruktion des Kultes in Tillichs Religionsphilosophie. In: 
DANZ, C.; SCHÜßLER, W.; STURM, E. (Hrsg.). Internationales Jahrbuch für die 
Tillich-Forschung. Band 2: Das Symbol als Sprache der Religion. Berlin; Wien: LIT 
Verlag, 2007, p. 77-100.
74 On this point, see TILLICH, P. Über die Idee einer Theologie der Kultur. (1919). In: 
PALMER, M. (Hrsg.). Main Works – Hauptwerke. Band 2: Kulturphilosophische 
Schriften. Berlin; New York: Walter de Gruyter; Evangelisches Verlagswerk, 1990, p. 
74: „Religion ist Erfahrung des Unbedingten“. In the second edition of his Kulturvortrag 
published in 1921, however, the determination of religion reads as follows: „Religion is 
Richtung auf das Unbedingte“. This replacement of the determination of the concept of 
religion is well documented in the critical commentaries present in TILLICH, P. Über 
die Idee einer Theologie der Kultur. (1919). In: DANZ, C.; SCHÜßLER, W.; STURM, 
E. (Hrsg.). Paul Tillich. Ausgewählte Texte. Berlin; New York: Walter de Gruyter GmbH 
& Co. KG, 2008, p. 41.
75 DANZ, C. Die Religion in der Kultur. Karl Barth und Paul Tillich über die Grundlagen 
einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 217.
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sant activity, the spirit is noetically directed toward the actualization 
of the substance of meaning (religion) that underlies the totality of the 
forms of meaning (culture). As a result, the categories of Sinnform and 
Sinngehalt become two explanatory concepts that emphasize the dif-
ference between culture and religion within the framework of Tillich’s 
Idealist-neo-Kantian theory of meaning. Although, by philosophical ne-
cessity, these categories are abstractly formulated through two different 
nomenclatures, the form of meaning and the substance of meaning are 
to be seen in strict interconnection, as every consciousness of mean-
ing reveals. In this sense, what becomes evident here is that which is 
abstractly defined in an isolating – and, therefore, inadequate – manner 
remains essentially united. As Tillich states, “form and substance [Form 
und Gehalt] belong together; it does not make sense to put one without 
the other76”. Or, put more directly, the concept of culture – i.e., the form 
of meaning (Sinnform) –, as well as the concept of religion – i.e., the 
substance of meaning (Sinngehalt) –, although rigorously distinct from 
each other, are two codependent “dimensions” of the spiritual life, so 
that one can never be grasped without the other. Under the perspective 
of his meaning-theory philosophy of spirit, one can perceive the reason 
why religion is both distinguishable and inseparable from culture. Re-
ligion and culture are specifically qualified attitudes of the intentional 
activity of the spirit, and, as such, they are not and cannot be, from an 
ideal-normative standpoint, in opposition to each other.
Regardless of the necessary interrelatedness between culture and 
religion, it would be an oversimplification to assume, at this point, that 
Tillich’s philosophy of religion states that each single spiritual act is 
intentionally religious. According to Tillich, from the point of view of 
its intentionality, or rather, from the perspective of an autonomous self-
consciousness, culture is not religious, even when it is surrounded, and 
socially or historically determined by religious traditions and symbols. 
Historical and cultural religious determinateness does not necessarily 
imply, as such, a religious attitude from the part of the subject. Howev-
er, by knowing that every consciousness of meaning is already bestowed 
with an unconditioned meaning, which is present in every particular 
76  TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 134.
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meaningful and creative activity, one has to be aware that a religious 
element – or better, a qualified religious element, and not a sedimented 
heteronomy! – is always and necessarily already presupposed. As a 
result, when considered substantially, i.e., from the perspective of its 
Sinngehalt, every cultural act is already bestowed with a religious ele-
ment77. In other words: taking into consideration the three elements 
included in all “consciousness of meaning78”, one can safely assert that 
every cultural act, precisely for being a conditioned act of meaning, 
finds itself based on the unconditioned meaning. Here, the reverse of 
Tillich’s formula also applies. Every religious act, as a spiritual activ-
ity, is cultural, although from the point of view of the intentionality of 
consciousness it is and must remain – if one is really willing to avoid 
the risks of heteronomy – distinct from culture. As Tillich puts it: “in 
the cultural act, therefore, the religious is substantial [substantiell]; 
in the religious act, the cultural is formal [formell]79”. Thus, it is now 
possible to understand the true meaning of the conclusion advanced 
by Tillich in 1946, which sounds, in the words of Trutz Rendtorff, as 
“the signature tune [Erkennungsmelodie]” of his entire thinking80. As 
the famous sentence systematically advanced by Tillich reads, “religion 
is the substance of culture and culture the form of religion81”. Or, as 
Tillich puts it already in his 1924 lecture on Kirche und Kultur: “the 
77 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 133: „Jeder geistige Akt ist ein Sinnakt; ganz gleich 
ob die realistische Erkenntnistheorie von einem sinnempfangenden oder die idealistische 
von einem sinngebenden oder die metalogische von einem sinnerfüllenden Akt spricht, 
ganz gleich also, wie das Verhältnis von Subjekt und Objekt im geistigen Akt gedacht 
ist, immer ist Geist Sinnvollzug und das im Geist Gemeinte Sinnzusammenhang“.
78 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 133.
79 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 135.
80 RENDTORFF, T. In Richtung auf das Unbedingte. Religionsphilosophie der Postmoderne. 
In: FISCHER, H. (Hrsg.). Paul Tillich: Studien zu einer Theologie der Moderne. Frankfurt 
am Main: Athenäum Verlag GmbH, 1989, p. 335. As Rendtorff states in the same page 
of his article: „So lautet die Erkennungsmelodie, die, wo sie ertönt, unverwechselbar zu 
erkennen gibt: Hier spricht Paul Tillich. In vielen Variationen kehrt dieser Grundton immer 
wieder: Denken und Reden ‚in Richtung auf das Unbedingte‘. Dieser Grundton hat dem 
Werk Tillichs sein eingentümliches Gepräge gegeben. Im System der Wissenschaften von 
1923 liest man, der ‚Wille zum Unbedingten‘ liege allem geistigen zu Grunde“.
81 TILLICH, P. Religion and Secular Culture. (1946). In: PALMER, M. (Hrsg.). Main 
Works – Hauptwerke. Band 2: Kulturphilosophische Schriften, p. 199: “A theonomous 
culture expresses in its creations an ultimate concern and a transcending meaning not as 
something strange but as its own spiritual ground. ‘Religion is the substance of culture 
and culture the form of religion’. This was the most precise statement of theonomy”.
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sustaining substance of culture is religion, and the necessary form of 
religion is culture82”. Thus, religion and culture – even though strictly 
distinct from each other – belong together, inasmuch as their related-
ness to one another lies in the coparticipation, whether consciously or 
not, in the dimension of unconditionality (Unbedingtheitsdimension) 
or “depth dimension [Tiefendimension]” of the spirit. Or, put more di-
rectly, “religion is the substance and the possibility of culture. Culture 
is the form and reality [Wirklichkeit] of religion83”. Accordingly, the 
distinction between religion and culture can be summarized, following 
Danz’s fitting description, as one “between intentio obliqua (oblique 
intention) and intentio recta (direct intention)84”. The determination of 
the religious or cultural character of every spiritual activity depends, 
from the very beginning, on the nature of the direction of the intention-
ality of consciousness in its incessant and creative meaningful activity 
in the historical life-world (Lebenswelt)85. 
Having these aspects of Tillich’s philosophy of religion in mind, 
one is allowed to infer that both the actual distinction and the essential 
unity between religion and culture have to do with a specifically quali-
fied attitude of the spirit (ein Verhalten des Geistes). Religion is the act 
of directedness of the intentional or noetic consciousness toward the 
unconditioned meaning, whereas culture, in turn, is directedness toward 
the conditioned forms of meaning and its unity. According to Tillich, 
reciprocity and distinction between religion and culture can only be 
maintained when religion, as he repeatedly emphasizes, is conceived of 
as a depth dimension rather than as “a special function in man’s spiritual 
life86”. When religion is conceived of as a special function of spirit, it 
82 TILLICH, P. Kirche und Kultur. (1924). In: PALMER, M. (Hrsg.). Main Works – Haupt-
werke. Band 2: Kulturphilosophische Schriften, p. 110: „denn der tragende Gehalt der 
Kultur ist die Religion und die notwendige Form der Religion ist die Kultur“.
83 CORDEMANN, C. Religion und Kultur. Paul Tillichs religionsphilosophische Grundle-
gung einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 107.
84 DANZ, C. Tillich’s Philosophy, p. 181.
85 For a detailed analysis of a phenomenological understanding of culture as Lebenswelt 
within the scopus of the problematic surrounding the Tillichian program of a theology 
of culture, see MOXTER, M. Kultur als Lebenswelt: Studien zum Problem einer Kul-
turtheologie, p. 13-101.
86 TILLICH, P. Religion as a Dimension in Man’s Spiritual Life. In: KIMBALL, R. C. (Ed.). 
Theology of Culture. London; Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 1959, p. 
5. As Tillich himself describes it: “When we say that religion is an aspect of the human 
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is not possible to hold the necessary distinction between religion and 
the transcendental functions of consciousness, as well as the autonomy 
of both religion and culture87. According to him, religion, rigorously 
understood as the depth dimension in man’s spiritual life, cannot be 
attached to any of the transcendental functions of consciousness in 
particular, whether moral, cognitive, or aesthetic88. Yet, it would be 
completely misleading to infer from Tillich’s criticism that religion is 
something isolated, which, as such, has nothing to do with the transcen-
dental functions of the spirit, i.e., with the cultural life89. It is precisely 
this criticism that Tillich directs against Rudolf Otto’s fundamental 
ideas advanced in his 1917 book Das Heilige: über das Irrationale in 
der Idee des Göttlichen und sein Verhältnis zum Rationalen, for in his 
opinion, by relying exclusively on the phenomenological method, Otto 
spirit, we are saying that if we look at the human spirit from a special point of view, it 
presents itself to us as religious. What is this view? It is the point of view from which 
we can look into the depth of man’s spiritual life. Religion is not a special function of 
man’s spiritual life, but it is the dimension of depth in all of its functions” (p. 5-6). The 
same criticism is already present, of course, in Tillich’s former works on the philosophy 
of religion and theology of culture. See, for instance, TILLICH, P. Über die Idee einer 
Theologie der Kultur, p. 72-75.
87 TILLICH, P. Das Christentum und die Gesellschaftsprobleme der Gegenwart, p. 71.
88 TILLICH, P. Über die Idee einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 73. Tillich’s concept of religion 
is, obviously, a criticism against Kantian, Hegelian, and Schleiermacherian definitions of 
religion respectively. Even so, Tillich’s interpretation of Schleiermacher’s Anschauung-
Gefühl formula is, to say the least, completely mistaken. For a brief but rigorous analysis 
see, for instance, ARNDT, A. Friedrich Schleiermacher als Philosoph. Berlin; Boston: 
Walter de Gruyter GmbH & Co. KG, 2013, p. 42-50. When SCHLEIERMACHER, F. 
Über die Religion: Reden an die Gebildeten unter ihren Verächtern. Synoptische Studien-
ausgabe der Textfassungen 1799, 1806, 1821. Hrsg. von PETER, N.; BESTEBREURTJE, 
F.; BÜSCHING, A. Zürich: Theologischer Verlag Zürich, 2012, p. 30 states that religion 
is a Provinz in human’s Gemüt one should not understand it as an isolated sphere, but as 
the autonomous dimension of unity of human consciousness: a province is not, after all, 
an island devoid of bridges. In this sense, GROVE, P. Symbolism in Schleiermacher’s 
Theory of Religion. In: SOCKNESS, B. W.; GRÄB, W. (Ed.). Schleiermacher, the Study 
of Religion, and the Future of Theology: A Transatlantic Dialogue. Berlin; New York: 
Walter de Gruyter, 2010, p. 117 is completely correct when he states that “Schleiermacher’s 
understanding of religious cognition and language as symbolic lends itself most naturally 
to comparison with the views of Paul Tillich”. Later in his Systematic Theology Tillich 
himself acknowledges the proximity between his concept of “ultimate concern” and 
Schleiermacher’s definition of religion as “das schlechthinnige Abhängigkeitsgefühl”. As 
TILLICH, P. Systematic Theology. Volume 1: Reason and Revelation, Being and God, 
p. 42 writes: “Schleiermacher’s ‘feeling of dependence’ was rather near to what is called 
in the present system ‘ultimate concern about the ground and meaning of our being’”.
89 DANZ, C. Tillich’s Philosophy, p. 179.
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transforms religion into a secluded sphere, completely isolated from the 
transcendental functions of consciousness or culture90. For Tillich, on 
the contrary, religion is rather “an attitude of spirit [ein Verhalten des 
Geistes], which connects practical, theoretical, and intuitive-emotional 
[Gefühlsmäßiges] elements in a complex unity [komplexer Einheit]91”. 
Religion, according to this quotation, is not a function of the practi-
cal, theoretical, nor of the intuitive-emotional faculties, but rather the 
symbolic unity of each one of them. This means that all of the attempts 
at isolating religion from the transcendental structure of consciousness 
– and here one should keep in mind that the same criticism applies 
not only to Otto’s strictly phenomenological approach, but also to the 
rather misconceived supranaturalistic conception that Tillich ascribes 
to Barth’s understanding of “revelation as the abolition of religion”, 
as well as to his appeal to the “true religion92” – would result, to say 
the least, in the destruction of the symbolic unity of self-consciousness 
altogether. Thus, by rejecting the confinement of religion to a special 
spiritual function, as well as its supranaturalistic isolation, Tillich as-
90 TILLICH, P. „Die Kategorie des ‚Heilige‘ bei Rudolf Otto“. (1923). In: ALBRECHT, 
R. (Hrsg.). Gesammelte Werke. Band XII: Begegnungen. Paul Tillich über sich selbst 
und andere. Stuttgart: Evangelisches Verlagswerk, 1971, p. 184-186: „Im eingeren Sinne 
religiös ist ein Bewußtsein in dem Maße, als das Mysterium an die Schranken der Form 
stößt und sie wieder und wieder durchstößt und sie zwingt, sich in einer höheren eksta-
tischeren Form zu verwirklichen“ (p. 186).
91 TILLICH, P. Über die Idee einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 73.
92 BARTH, K. Church Dogmatics. Volume I. The Doctrine of the Word of God. Part 2. 
Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark; New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1970, § 17, p. 280-361. 
Against this erroneous reading of Barth’s position, see the following works that puts his 
theology into the correct constellation of problems: LOHMANN, J. F. Karl Barth und der 
Neukantianismus: die Rezeption des Neukantianismus im „Römerbrief“ und ihre Bedeu-
tung für die weitere Ausarbeitung der Theologie Karl Barths. Berlin; New York: Walter de 
Gruyter & Co., 1995; WITTEKIND, F. Geschichtliche Offenbarung und die Warheit des 
Glaubens: der Zusammenhang von Offenbarungstheologie, Geschichtsphilosophie und 
Ethik bei Albrecht Ritschl, Julius Kaftan und Karl Barth (1909-1916). Tübingen: J. C. B. 
Mohr (Paul Siebeck), 2000; PFLEIDERER, G. Karl Barths praktische Theologie. Zu 
Genese und Kontext eines paradigmatischen Entwurfs systematischer Theologie im 20. 
Jahrhundert. Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr (Paul Siebeck), 2000. The works mentioned here go 
against the simplistic definitions of Barth’s position as a “supranaturalistic one”. On this 
point, see TILLICH, P. Was ist falsch in der „Dialektischen Theologie“? In: ALBRECHT, 
R. (Hrsg.). Gesammelte Werke. Band VII: Der Protestantismus als Kritik und Gestaltung. 
Schriften zur Theologie I. Stuttgart: Evangelisches Verlagswerk, 1962, p. 247.
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serts, as his 1919 Kulturvortrag attests, that religion is “actual in all 
provinces of the spirit93”. 
The assumptions advanced so far are strictly derived from a care-
ful analysis of Tillich’s determination of religion as an intentional or 
noetic directedness of consciousness toward the Unconditional. Although 
straightforwardly affirmed, Tillich’s formula wisely encapsulates, with 
due precision, his main philosophical position regarding the nature or 
the essence of religion. In this manner, Tillich’s philosophy of religion 
undertakes “the continuous struggle to overcome [Überwindung] the 
conflict between religion and the autonomy of culture upon which mo-
dernity is based94”. Tillich’s programmatic intention can be apprehended 
not only from the perspective of his continuous effort to determine the 
distinctiveness and interrelatedness of culture and religion by means 
of their coparticipation, whether consciously or not, in the dimension 
of unconditionality that underlies every spiritual activity in the life-
world. This programmatic intension is also reflected in Tillich’s famous 
formula quoted above, which states that religion is the substance of 
culture and culture is the form of religion. According to Danz, “the 
point of this description of the relationship between religion and cul-
ture is that true religion is not a separate sphere of culture”, for Tillich 
dissipates the idea of religion as “a particular delimited district [einen 
eigenen, abgegrentzten Bezirk] in the culture95”. As Tillich’s fundamen-
tal determination of religion advanced in his 1923 Wissenschaftssystem 
reads, “religion is no sphere of meaning alongside others, but rather 
an attitude within all spheres: the immediate intentional directedness 
toward the Unconditional96”. In this sense, it is more than evident that 
Tillich’s determination of the concept of religion, grounded as it is on 
93 TILLICH, P. Über die Idee einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 73: „das Religiöse ist aktuell 
in allen Provinzen des Geistigen“. [Emphasis in the original.]
94 DANZ, C. Das Göttliche und das Dämonische. Paul Tillichs Deutung von Geschichte 
und Kultur. In: DANZ, C.; DUMAS, M.; SCHÜßLER, W.; STENGER, M. A.; STURM, 
E. (Hrsg.). Internationales Jahrbuch für die Tillich-Forschung. Band 8: Interpretation 
of History. Berlin; Boston: Walter de Gruyter GmbH, 2013, p. 5.
95 DANZ, C. Das Göttliche und das Dämonische. Paul Tillichs Deutung von Geschichte und 
Kultur, p. 5: „Die wahre Religion ist kein abgegrenzter Bereich in der Kultur, sondern 
eine in allen kulturellen Bereichen mögliche Richtung auf das Unbedingte“.
96 TILLICH, P. Das System der Wissenschaften nach Gegenständen und Methoden, p. 209: 
„Die unmittelbare Richtung auf das Unbedingte“. [Emphasis in the original.]
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his philosophy of spirit characterized by a theory of meaning, is also 
phenomenologically inspired. This is the reason why religion is to be 
conceived of as a depth dimension rather than as a special function in 
man’s spiritual life.
In view of that, it is not erroneous to infer that precisely because it 
is the depth dimension in man’s spiritual life rather than a special func-
tion of spirit, Tillich’s concept of religion is able to retain, as already 
stated, the autonomy of both religion and culture without threatening 
their necessary – and ultimately unavoidable – interrelatedness. As 
Tillich emphasizes, “there is, therefore, no special religious function 
alongside the logical, aesthetic, ethical, and social functions; also, re-
ligion is not contained in one nor in the unity of all functions, but 
it is that which breaks through [Durchbruch] each one of them, and 
it is the reality, the unconditioned significance of each one of them 
[die Realität, die unbedingte Bedeutung einer jeden]97”. Nonetheless, 
it would be naïve to assume that, because Tillich’s concept of religion 
is able to retain the autonomy of both religion and culture, this rela-
tionship is deprived of tensions. As Claas Cordemann points out, it is 
not possible to assert that, according to Tillich, the necessary interre-
latedness between religion and culture implies “an unbroken harmonic 
relationship”. On the contrary, religion and culture are, in Tillich’s 
philosophical-theological thinking, “in a differentiated relationship of 
reciprocal coordination, which Tillich conceptually encapsulates under 
the terms autonomy, heteronomy, and theonomy98”. With the concept 
of theonomy99, Tillich describes a spiritual state “in which all forms of 
97 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie. (1922). 
In: CLAYTON, J. P. (Hrsg.). Main Works – Hauptwerke. Band 4: Religionsphiloso-
phische Schriften, p. 84.
98 CORDEMANN, C. Religion und Kultur. Paul Tillichs religionsphilosophische Grundle-
gung einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 103: „Religion und Kultur gehen in Tillichs Denken 
keine ungebrochen-harmonische Beziehung ein. Sie stehen vielmehr in einem differen-
zierten Verhältnis wechselseitiger Zuordnung, das Tillich idealtypisch unter die Begriffe 
Autonomie, Heteronomie und Theonomie fasst“.
99 CORDEMANN, C. Religion und Kultur. Paul Tillichs religionsphilosophische Grundle-
gung einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 103 [note 13] points out that, “whereas Tillich, with 
the concepts of autonomy and heteronomy, lies on the line of the determinations made by 
Kant, the concept of theonomy is probably borrowed from Troeltsch”. On this point, see 
GRAF, F. W. Theonomie. Fallstudien zum Integrationsanspruch neuzeitlicher Theologie. 
Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus Mohn, 1989, p. 184. 
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spiritual life are the expression of the unconditional reality that breaks 
through them100”. This form of interrelatedness between religion and cul-
ture is, as Cordemann correctly stresses, “Tillich’s cultural-theological 
ideal”, and not a description of a determinate state of affairs, for the 
risks of the self-assertion of a heteronomous or an autonomous culture 
remain always a possibility101. Despite those risks, however, religion is, 
for Tillich, that which underlies every cultural creation as its depth di-
mension and, for that reason, it can only become accessible through the 
conditioned, concrete cultural forms. In Tillich’s words again, culture 
is “the medium of the Unconditional in the life of spirit [Geistesleben], 
just as the things are the medium of the Unconditional in the world102”. 
True religion is not, therefore, a defined area in the cultural realm, but 
a potential directedness toward the Unconditional in all the provinces 
of spirit. Thus, with the concept of the Unbedingte, the fundamental 
concept of Tillich’s determination of religion is contemplated103. Ac-
cording to Karl Barth’s judgment, however, Tillich’s concept of the 
Unconditional is nothing but a “frostiges Ungeheuer”, which, as such, 
has nothing in common with the “lieben Gott” of the Bible104.
100 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 88: 
„Theonom möchte ich eine Geisteslage nennen, in welcher alle Formen des geistigen 
Lebens Ausdruck des in ihnen durchbrechenden Unbedingt-Wirklichen sind. Es sind 
Formen, also Gesetze, νόμοι darum theonom. Aber es sind Formen, deren Sinn nicht in 
ihnen selbst liegt, es sind Gesetze, die das alles Gesetz Durchbrechende fassen; darum 
theonom“. In this connection, see note 81 above.
101 CORDEMANN, C. Religion und Kultur. Paul Tillichs religionsphilosophische Grundle-
gung einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 103-104.
102 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 
84. As CORDEMANN, C. Religion und Kultur. Paul Tillichs religionsphilosophische 
Grundlegung einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 102 puts it: „Dort, wo die Kultur sich vom 
Unbedingten getragen weiß, erwächst aus der Tiefe Sinn“.
103 DANZ, C. Das Göttliche und das Dämonische. Paul Tillichs Deutung von Geschichte 
und Kultur, p. 5.
104 BARTH, K. Von der Paradoxie des „positiven Paradoxes“: Antworten und Fragen an Paul 
Tillich. In: ALBRECHT, R. (Hrsg.). Gesammelte Werke. Band VII: Der Protestantismus 
als Kritik und Gestaltung. Schriften zur Theologie I, p. 231. On the debate between Tillich 
and Barth in the Theologischen Blättern, cf. WITTEKIND, F. Grund- und Heilsoffen-
barung. Zur Ausformung der Christologie Tillichs in der Auseinandersetzung mit Karl 
Barth. In: DANZ, C.; DUMAS, M.; SCHÜßLER, W.; STENGER, M. A.; STURM, E. 
(Hrsg.). Internationales Jahrbuch für die Tillich-Forschung. Band 6: Jesus of Naza-
reth and the New Being in History. Berlin; Boston: Walter de Gruyter GmbH, 2013, p. 
89-119. See also DANZ, C. Die Religion in der Kultur. Karl Barth und Paul Tillich über 
die Grundlagen einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 211-227.
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Despite Barth’s criticism of Tillich’s understanding of the Uncon-
ditional, which Tillich assimilates in his distinction between Grund 
and Heilsoffenbarung105, it is important to stress at this point that if 
culture – that is to say, the objective spirit posited by the subjective 
spirit106 – is, according to Tillich, the medium of the Unconditional in 
the life of spirit; and if the Unconditional “is” that which consciousness 
ceaselessly intends; then the actual distinction, as well as the necessary 
interrelatedness between religion and culture, becomes even more mani-
fest. Religion, when conceived of as the intentional directedness toward 
the Unconditional – or as the “experience of unconditionality [Unbed-
ingtheitserlebnis]”, or “the relation to reality [Realitätsbeziehung]”, as 
Tillich defines it in his Berliner Vorlesungen from the beginning of the 
1920s107 – is to be understood as an event that takes place through the 
cultural forms. This is so because it is the spirit that posits, by means 
of its spontaneous activity, the concrete cultural forms and gives rise 
to a cultural world of its own. “In this perspective, culture is under-
stood as an objectification of the autonomous spirit108”. Hence, when 
the individual spirit reflects upon its own self-posited and conditioned 
cultural forms, it becomes conscious not only of its own spontaneous, 
creative activity, but also of its own relation to itself, by means of which 
it grasps itself in its fundamental activity.
Through the formula Richtung auf das Unbedingte, then, it is clear 
that religion cannot be understood as a sphere among other cultural 
spheres in any sense whatsoever. Rather, religion can only be under-
stood, according to Tillich’s sinntheoretischen Geistesphilosophie, as 
an event that takes place in the spirit and, consequently, in the meaning 
105 On Tillich’s assimilation of Barth’s criticism, see TILLICH, P. Rechtfertigung und Zweifel. 
(1924). In: HUMMEL, G. (Hrsg.). Main Works – Hauptwerke. Band 6: Theologische 
Schriften. Berlin; New York: Walter de Gruyter; Evangelisches Verlagswerk, 1992, p. 
83-97.
106 CORDEMANN, C. Religion und Kultur. Paul Tillichs religionsphilosophische Grundle-
gung einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 103.
107 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie. (Sommersemester 1920). In: STURM, E. (Hrsg.). 
Ergänzungs- und Nachlaßbände zu den Gesammelten Werken von Paul Tillich. 
Band XII: Berliner Vorlesungen I (1919-1920), p. 465.
108 CORDEMANN, C. Religion und Kultur. Paul Tillichs religionsphilosophische Grundle-
gung einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 103.
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functions of the spirit109. This event in the spirit, which Tillich describes 
by means of his determinative formula of the intentional directedness 
toward the Unconditional, can be more accurately described, according 
to Christian Danz, “as the becoming-evident-to-itself of the spirit [das 
Sich-Verständlich-Werden des Geistes] in its cultural activity”. That 
is to say, in religion the spirit grasps itself in its inner reflexivity and 
becomes-evident-to-itself of its own depth structure (Tiefenstruktur). 
Since the religious event of the becoming-evident-to-itself of the spirit 
in its inner reflexivity is an event that can only take place through the 
cultural functions, then it follows that the cultural functions themselves, 
i.e., the meaning functions of the spirit, become the medium for the 
depth structure of the spirit110. Needless to say, Tillich’s determination 
of religion as Richtung auf das Unbedingte cannot be grasped and fully 
described apart from the meaning-theoretical categories Gehalt and 
Form111. Tillich integrates these different levels of reflexive self-appre-
hension into his two meaning categories substance and form in order to 
consistently delineate the structure of his meaning-theory philosophy of 
spirit112. As Danz states, the category of Gehalt stands for the spirit’s 
self-apprehension in the reflexivity of its cultural activity, whereas the 
category of Form stands for the transcendental functions of spirit, i.e., 
the autonomous activity of spirit in its inner self-relatedness113. As al-
109 DANZ, C. Die Religion in der Kultur. Karl Barth und Paul Tillich über die Grundlagen 
einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 218. In the lines below, I will be basically paraphrasing 
Danz’s sentences.
110 Cf. CORDEMANN, C. Religion und Kultur. Paul Tillichs religionsphilosophische Grund-
legung einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 122-124 [Sinn als Medium des Geistes].
111 DANZ, C. Die Religion in der Kultur. Karl Barth und Paul Tillich über die Grundlagen 
einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 218.
112 TILLICH, P. Das System der Wissenschaften nach Gegenständen und Methoden, p. 245-254; 
see also TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 150-157. On this point, see also the works by 
HEINRICHS, J. Der Ort der Metaphysik im System der Wissenschaften bei Paul Tillich: 
Die Idee einer universalen Sinnhermeutik. Zeitschrift für katholische Theologie, vol. 92, 
no. 3, 1970, p. 249-286; JAHR, H. Theologie als Gestaltmetaphysik: die Vermittlung von 
Gott und Welt im Frühwerk Paul Tillichs, p. 74-76, as well as MOXTER, M. Kultur als 
Lebenswelt: Studien zum Problem einer Kulturtheologie, especially p. 67-69.
113 DANZ, C. Tillich’s Philosophy, p. 181. There’s a translation error in Danz’s contribution to 
The Cambridge Companion to Paul Tillich at this point. The translators – viz., Alexandra 
Wörn, David Leech, and Russell Re Manning – render the concept of Gehalt as “content”, 
when the Tillich’s category means “substance” or “import”. For “content”, Tillich employs 
the category of Inhalt, which has a very different meaning when compared to the category 
of Gehalt. On this point, see TILLICH, P. Über die Idee einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 
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ready stated above, if the intentional consciousness is directed toward 
the particular forms of meaning (Sinnformen) and its unity, the concept 
of culture finds its determination. Now, if the intentional consciousness 
is, on the other hand, directed toward the unconditioned meaning or the 
substance of meaning (den Sinngehalt), then the concept of religion is 
defined. Through this sentence, the assessment to Tillich’s determina-
tion of religion as Richtung auf das Unbedingte becomes, as it were, 
systematically developed. In other words, in its intentional distinctive-
ness, religion directs itself, in contrast to culture, to the depth structure 
or dimension of the spirit by means of a conscious act. Nonetheless, it 
is important to stress, the religious consciousness, i.e., the becoming-
evident-to-itself of the spirit’s depth structure, can only arise through 
the concrete cultural forms posited by the spirit, for they are the medium 
by means of which – as Tillich states it by means of his integration of 
the phenomenological concept of intentionality (Intentionalitätsbegriff) 
within the scopus of his meaning-theory philosophy of spirit – the 
Unconditional is intended114.
From what has been stated so far, it should be clear that Tillich 
understands religion, following Danz’s precise description, as “a mode 
of reflexive disclosedness [reflexiver Erschlossenheit] of the cultural 
consciousness” that dissolves its character “as a special form of cul-
ture”. As Richtung auf das Unbedingte, “religion is an act of reflection 
in the human spirit, which brings its own self-disclosedness to presenta-
tion115”. From the framework of Tillich’s meaning-theory philosophy 
of spirit, religion, as the event of the becoming-evident-to-itself of the 
76: „Gehalt ist etwas anderes als Inhalt. Unter Inhalt verstehen wir das Gegenständliche 
in seinem einfachen Sosein, das durch die Form in die geistig-kulturelle Sphäre erhoben 
wird. Unter Gehalt aber ist zu verstehen der Sinn, die geistige Substanzialität, die der 
Form erst ihre Bedeutung gibt. Mann kann also sagen: Der Gehalt wird an einem Inhalt 
mittels der Form ergriffen und zum Ausdruck gebracht. Der Inhalt ist das Zufällige, der 
Gehalt das Wesentliche, die Form das Vermittelnde“. [Emphasis in the original.]
114 DANZ, C. Die Religion in der Kultur. Karl Barth und Paul Tillich über die Grundlagen 
einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 218.
115 DANZ, C. „Ethik des ,Reiches Gottes‘“. Moralität und Eschatologie bei Paul Tillich. 
In: DANZ, C.; DUMAS, M.; SCHÜßLER, W.; STENGER, M. A.; STURM, E. (Hrsg.). 
Internationales Jahrbuch für die Tillich-Forschung. Band 10: Ethics and Eschatology. 
Berlin; Boston: Walter de Gruyter GmbH, 2015, p. 9: „Religion ist ein Reflexionsakt im 
menschlichen Geist, der seine eigene Selbsterschlossenheit zur Darstellung bringt. Das 
Unbedingte fungiert dabei ausschließlich als Beschreibungsfigur des menschlichen Be-
wusstseins und eben nicht als eine diesem gegenüber externe Substanz oder dergleichen“
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spirit in its inner reflexivity, is to be understood as a mode of reflexive 
self-disclosedness that is, however, always and invariably historical, 
for “all spiritual creation”, as Tillich puts it, “is oriented toward his-
tory116”. This means that the religious event is always a historical self-
disclosedness, for there is no possible self-apprehension of the spirit’s 
self-relatedness in its inner reflexivity apart from historical determina-
tion. Self-apprehension is a historical grasping of itself in the reflexive 
structure of the spirit’s self-relatedness in its inner historicity. As Danz 
summarizes with precision, “in religious act the human spirit grasps 
itself in its reflexive structure and presents its own transparency [Durch-
sichtigkeit] in symbolic forms117”. In its self-apprehension, according 
to Danz, the spirit is already and necessarily involved in a particular 
history, so that it can only describe its own self-disclosedness by means 
of concrete, historically determinate symbols. In this sense, the forms 
with which the self-relation of the spirit in its inner reflexivity is de-
scribed are themselves necessarily derived from an already historically 
developed culture. However, religious symbols are not to be equated 
with cultural ones, for there is a qualitative difference between them. 
That is to say, religious symbols are different from the cultural symbolic 
creations because they have the function of presenting the event of the 
self-disclosedness of the spirit118. Therefore, it is completely errone-
ous to assume, in any sense whatsoever, that religious symbols make 
reference to a particular sphere of objects in which they participate, 
for they are, essentially, means by which the self-disclosedness of the 
spirit becomes expressible. Or, put more directly, religious symbols 
116 TILLICH, P. Das System der Wissenschaften nach Gegenständen und Methoden, p. 200: 
„Der geistige Akt kann sich auf das Allgemeine nur richten, wenn er es anschaut in einer 
konkreten Norm, in einer individuellen Verwirklichung des Allgemeinen. Darum ist alles 
geistige Schaffen der Geschichte zugewendet. Die stärksten geistigen Schöpfungen in 
theonomer und autonomer Kultur sind aufs nachdrücklichste auf die Vergangenheit ge-
richtet. Offenbarungsautoritäten, klassische Zeiten, romantische Rückwendungen bedeuten 
nichts anderes, als das Bewußtsein um die Gebundenheit alles geistigen Schaffens an die 
konkreten Verwirklichungen des Geistes, an die Geschichte“.
117 DANZ, C. „Ethik des ,Reiches Gottes‘“. Moralität und Eschatologie bei Paul Tillich, p. 
9. In the lines below, I will be basically paraphrasing Danz’s sentences.
118 On the concept of symbol, see DANZ, C. Symbolische Form und die Erfassung des Geistes 
im Gottesverhältnis. Anmerkungen zur Genese des Symbolbegriffs von Paul Tillich. In: 
DANZ, C.; SCHÜßLER, W.; STURM, E. (Hrsg.). Internationales Jahrbuch für die 
Tillich-Forschung. Band 2: Das Symbol als Sprache der Religion, p. 59-75.
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are, according to Danz’s description, “an expression of the reflexive 
self-disclosedness [reflexiven Selbsterschlossenheit] that is constitutive 
for the human spirit, and is itself fundamentally taken from it119”. As 
such, religious symbols do not point out to any sort of positive realia, 
but bring to expression an event that is, by force of its own nature, 
internal to the subject120.
From the sentences advanced so far it follows that the conscious-
ness of the reflexive structure that enables the self-understanding of 
spirit in its cognitive and practical functions is only possible, according 
to Tillich, in religion. This is so because religion, as stated before, is 
that which breaks through the totality of the transcendental functions 
of human self-consciousness, binding them together in a complex unity. 
That’s the reason why religious symbols are to be understood as qualita-
tively different from other cultural symbolic creations. Religious activity 
is essentially self-transparency of the structure of self-consciousness 
in its historicity. In consequence, religion can only be conceived of as 
“the event of reflexivity upon the cultural functions of consciousness 
and thus as the becoming-evident-to-itself of self-relatedness in its inner 
reflexivity and historicity121”. That is to say, in religion the individual 
spirit becomes transparent to itself by means of its reflexivity, or better, 
it becomes conscious of its reflexive structure and, thus, of its depth 
dimension, whereas in culture the individual spirit remains unconscious, 
“although that same self-relatedness of spirit also constitutes the basis 
119 DANZ, C. „Ethik des ,Reiches Gottes‘“. Moralität und Eschatologie bei Paul Tillich, p. 
9-10, here 10.
120 See, in this connection, TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 140: „Darum ist der Gegen-
stand der Religion nicht nur real, sondern er ist die Voraussetzung aller Realitätssetzung. 
Aber er ist nicht in dem Sinne real wie irgendeine Einzelsetzung. Auch die universale 
Synthesis ist keine Gegebenheit, sondern ein Symbol. Im wahren Symbol wird die Realität 
erfaßt; aber Symbol ist die uneigentliche Ausdrucksform, die immer da notwendig ist, 
wo ein eigentlicher Ausdruck wesensmäßig unmöglich ist.“
121 DANZ, C. Tillich’s Philosophy, p. 179. The translation here has been slightly modified 
from the “original” English chapter. In this connection, see also DANZ, C. Zwischen 
Transzendentalphilosophie und Phänomenologie. Die methodischen Grundlagen der 
Religionstheorien bei Otto und Tillich, p. 344-345; another important source here is the 
work developed by HARANT, M. Religion – Kultur – Theologie. Eine Untersuchung 
zu ihrer Verhältnisbestimmung im Werke Ernst Troeltschs und Paul Tillichs im Vergleich. 
Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang GmbH, 2009, p. 196-200.
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of cultural activity122”. The reflexive self-comprehension of the spirit in 
its cognitive and practical functions takes place, consequently, through 
the concrete determinations of the spirit in its meaningful activity in the 
life-world. For this reason, Tillich’s discourse that “the Unconditional is 
intended by religious consciousness ‘through the conditioned representa-
tion [Vorstellungen]’ describes, in terms of an intentionality-theoretical 
basis, the event of self-transparency [Selbstdurchsichtigkeit] in the self-
relation of consciousness and its presentation [Darstellung]123”. Tillich 
refers to the event of the self-transparency of the spirit, as revelation, 
by means of the metaphorical expression “breakthrough” (Durchbruch), 
which can be correctly considered one of the most important concepts 
in the development of his philosophy of religion.
Das Unbedingte as Ground-Abyss of Meaning and Ultimate Goal 
of the Intentional Consciousness
The contingent event of the becoming-evident-to-itself of the spir-
it’s self-relatedness in its inner reflexivity and historicity is derived 
from the perhaps most well-known and expressive Tillichian concept of 
religion as “that which unconditionally concerns or approaches us [das, 
was uns unbedingt angeht]124”. Understood as an event, however, the 
122 DANZ, C. Tillich’s Philosophy, p. 181.
123 DANZ, C. Zwischen Transzendentalphilosophie und Phänomenologie. Die methodischen 
Grundlagen der Religionstheorien bei Otto und Tillich, p. 345: „Tillichs Rede, dass das 
Unbedingte von dem religiösen Bewusstsein ‚durch die bedingten Vorstellungen hindurch‘ 
gemeint wird, beschreibt intentionalitätstheoretisch das Geschehen von Selbstdurch-
sichtigkeit im Selbstverhältnis des Bewusstseins und dessen Darstellung. Die religiösen 
Gehalte beziehen sich also nicht auf eine dem Bewusstsein externe Dimension, sondern 
sie bezeichnen die Durchsichtigkeit des religiösen Aktes für diesen selbst“.
124 TILLICH, P. Dogmatik-Vorlesung. (Dresden 1925-1927). In: SCHÜßLER, W.; STURM, 
E. (Hrsg.). Ergänzungs- und Nachlaßbände zu den Gesammelten Werken von Paul 
Tillich. Band XIV. Berlin; New York: Walter de Gruyter GmbH & Co., KG, 2005, § 4, 
p. 15: „Das nicht unbedingt Verborgene ist nicht das, was uns unbedingt angeht“. Or, as 
Tillich puts it in his late Systematic Theology: “The ultimate concern is unconditional, 
independent of any conditions of character, desire, or circumstance. The unconditional 
concern is total: no part of ourselves or of our world is excluded from it; there is no place 
to ‘flee’ from it. The total concern is infinite: no moment of relaxation and rest is possible 
in the face of a religious concern which is ultimate, unconditional, total, and infinite”. 
TILLICH, P. Systematic Theology. Volume I: Reason and Revelation, Being and God, p. 
12. Regardless of the different languages used by Tillich, the formula remains the same in 
both cases. Cf., for instance, SCHARF, U. C. The Paradoxical Breakthrough of Revela-
tion: Interpreting the Divine-Human Encounter in Paul Tillich’s Work, 1913-1964. Berlin; 
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self-transparency of spirit in its reflexivity upon the cultural functions 
of human consciousness is only possible as a result of the breakthrough 
of the unconditional ground of reality. Nevertheless, the reflexive self-
transparency of spirit in its theoretical and practical functions can only 
occur, as stated before, through the concrete determinations of spirit 
– viz., as breakthrough. Tillich’s apt metaphorical expression is em-
ployed since the beginning of the 1920s in order to bring to light, in the 
epistemological dimension, the breakthrough of the Unconditional in 
all the spheres of life125. In other words, the breakthrough, as an event, 
gives expression to that which not only empowers the inner reflexivity 
of the individual spirit, but also grounds human self-consciousness as 
such. Hence, the breakthrough of the Unconditional is not to be un-
derstood as an eruption of an alien substance-like reality, but rather as 
the contingent event of the becoming-evident-to-itself of the spiritual 
self-relatedness in its inner historical reflexivity. If, according to Til-
lich’s programmatic sentence, as stated before, “spiritual life is life in 
meaning or the incessant creative bestowal of meaning”, then one is 
allowed to infer that, as a matter of fact, the life of the individual spirit 
is only meaningful to the extent that it participates in the dimension 
of unconditionality (Unbedingtheitsdimension) that transcends the self 
and its creative activity and objectification in the life-world (culture). 
Here one has to bear in mind that, according to Tillich, the self is not 
self-constituting – i.e., it is not its own unconditional ground, as Fichte 
himself had to recognize126 –, but is rather itself grounded in the Un-
New York: Walter de Gruyter GmbH & Co. KG, 1999, p. 134. For a briefer, although 
more precise analysis of Tillich’s metaphorical concept, see DANZ, C. Breakthrough of 
the Unconditional: Tillich’s Concept of Revelation as an Answer to the Crisis of Histori-
cism. Bulletin of the North American Paul Tillich Society, vol. 33, no. 2, 2007, p. 2-6.
125 MOXTER, M. Kultur als Lebenswelt: Studien zum Problem einer Kulturtheologie, p. 
66-75 [Exkurs zur Metapher ‚Durchbruch‘]; DANZ, C. Glaube und Autonomie. Zur Deu-
tung der Rechtfertigungslehre bei Karl Holl und Paul Tillich. In: DANZ, C.; SCHÜßLER, 
W.; STURM, E. (Hrsg.). Internationales Jahrbuch für die Tillich-Forschung. Band 1: 
Wie viel Vernunft braucht der Glaube? Wien: LIT Verlag, 2005, p. 159-174.
126 See, for instance, the rigorous analysis developed by HENRICH, D. Fichtes ursprüngliche 
Einsicht. In: HENRICH, D.; WAGNER, H. (Hrsg.). Subjektivität und Metaphysik. 
Festschrift für Wolfgang Cramer. Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio Klostermann, 1966, p. 
188-233. On this topic, see also PANNENBERG, W. Bewußtsein und Subjektivität. In: 
Metaphysik und Gottesgedanke, p. 34-51. For a brief but rigorous analysis of Fichte’s 
philosophy and its influence upon the young Tillich, see DANZ, C. Religion als Frei-
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conditional dimension of reality. Just like culture is the medium of the 
Unconditional, so is the self. As Tillich clearly puts it: “the self [das 
Ich] is the medium of the unconditional apprehension of reality; and 
it participates as a medium in the certainty of that which it mediates; 
but it participates only as a medium; it is not that which sustains, but 
rather that which is sustained [es ist nicht das Tragende, sondern das 
Getragene]127”. Here, as it were, Tillich is asserting – in his own ap-
propriative manner and without irrational leaps of faith, as demanded 
by the Danish theologian – the well-known Kierkegaardian formula 
that stresses that only “in relating itself to itself and in willing to be 
itself, the self rests transparently in the power that established it128”. 
According to Tillich, however, this “power” that establishes the self in 
its self-relatedness is none other than the power of the unconditional 
ground of reality, i.e., the power which both transcends and sustains 
the self and its self-certainty in an unconditioned manner.
But, what does Tillich understand by the Unconditional? The task 
of delineating the role of the Unconditional within Tillich’s philosophy 
of religion is always a problematic and, to say the least, controversial 
effort. The controversial character of this effort has to do with the 
common and widespread misconception of the Unconditional as a sort 
heitsbewußtsein. Eine Studie zur Theologie als Theorie der Konstitutionsbedingungen 
individueller Subjektivität bei Paul Tillich, p. 126-134. On Tillich’s reception of Fichte, 
see DANZ, C. Freedom as Autonomy: Observations on Paul Tillich’s Reception of Fichte. 
Bulletin of the North American Paul Tillich Society, vol. 41, no. 1, 2015, p. 15-19. 
Cf. also GRAF, F. W.; CHRISTOPHERSEN, A. Neukantianismus, Fichte- und Schel-
lingrenaissance. Paul Tillich und sein philosophischer Lehrer Fritz Medicus. Zeitschrift 
für Neuere Theologiegeschichte (Journal for the History of Modern Theology), vol. 
11, issue 1, 2006, p. 52-78.
127 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 81.
128 KIERKEGAARD, S. The Sickness unto Death: A Christian Psychological Exposition 
for Upbuilding and Awakening. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980, p. 14. On 
Tillich’s appropriation of Kierkegaard, see, for instance, FISCHER, H. Die Christologie 
als Mitte des Systems. In: Paul Tillich: Studien zu einer Theologie der Moderne, p. 
207-229. Kierkegaard’s formula, in spite of the foundational philosophical differences, 
echoes Schleiermacher’s definition of piety (Frömmigkeit) as “the consciousness of be-
ing absolutely dependent, or, which is the same thing, of being in relation to God”. On 
this point, see SCHLEIERMACHER, F. The Christian Faith. Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 
1989, § 4, p. 12. For a brief analysis of the constellation of problems, cf. MARIÑA, J. 
Nineteenth- and Twentieth-Century Intellectual Life. In: TALIAFERRO, C.; HARRISON, 
V. S.; GOETZ, S. (Ed.). The Routledge Companion to Theism. New York: Routledge, 
2013, p. 140-152. 
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of transcendent realis, i.e., something real – the real “an sich” – that, 
as such, lies beyond the human spirit in an independent manner. This 
is, so to say, the core of most ontotheological and dualistic interpreta-
tions of Tillichian philosophical and theological thought, which invari-
ably ascribes to his ontological theory, present especially in his later 
writings, an objective and, therefore, a pre-Kantian or realist sense. 
However, Tillich’s Monismus des Sinnes does not allow such kinds of 
realist or substantialist interpretations of his thought129. Over against 
such misleading evaluations of the Tillichian understanding of the Un-
conditional, it is important to bear in mind that, whenever one faces 
the problem of the grounding of human self-consciousness or spirit on 
the Unconditional, one has to recognize not only that this very concept 
constitutes the ground of every meaningful spiritual activity, i.e., the 
ground of the spirit’s own self-relatedness in its inner reflexivity and 
historicity, but also the transcendental status of a “boundary concept” 
(Grenzbegriff) which, as such, can never be grasped within the limits of 
the critical reason alone. On the other hand, the concept of the Uncon-
ditional brings within itself the paradoxical status of being, at the same 
time, the ground and the abyss of every experience of a meaningful-
reality, as well as the depth dimension and the goal of the intentional 
consciousness. For Tillich, that which “lies beyond subject and object 
[die Jenseits von Subjekt und Objekt liegt]130” does not indicate, as it 
were, “a substance-like quantity to which consciousness directs itself 
in the religious act, but rather is the Unconditional that is constitutive 
for self-relatedness in its relationship to itself131”. As a corollary of 
these fundamental considerations, it is clear that the Unconditional, 
conceived as the primordial ground that is constitutive for the spirit’s 
self-relatedness in its relationship to itself, is formulated by Tillich as 
a new description of self-consciousness as such, and, consequently, its 
transcendental status cannot imply a substance-like quantity that lies 
outside the human spirit132. In opposition to all the dualistic interpre-
129 DANZ, C. Religion als Freiheitsbewußtsein. Eine Studie zur Theologie als Theorie der 
Konstitutionsbedingungen individueller Subjektivität bei Paul Tillich, p. 306-311.
130 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 81.
131 DANZ, C. Tillich’s Philosophy, p. 180.
132 DANZ, C. „Ethik des ,Reiches Gottes‘“. Moralität und Eschatologie bei Paul Tillich, p. 
9: „Das Unbedingte fungiert dabei ausschließlich als Beschreibungsfigur des mensch-
lichen Bewusstseins und eben nicht als eine diesem gegenüber externe Substanz oder 
dergleichen“.
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tations of Tillich’s thought, common to most attempts at classifying 
his theoretical standpoint as an ontotheological one, the concept of 
the Unconditional can only be understood as a description of the na-
ture of self-consciousness itself, i.e., as a description of the antinomic 
structure of the spirit as both “ground and abyss [Grund und Abgrund] 
of all meaning133”. There’s no Unconditional as a reality outside the 
subject, i.e., outside human self-consciousness, for it is a description 
of self-consciousness as such134. Accordingly, the transcendental status 
of the Unconditional as a meaning of the intentional consciousness, 
as well as its description as ground and abyss of all meaning, is to be 
interpreted strictly within the limits of the spirit’s self-relatedness in 
its self-certainty and inner reflexivity. Although the self is not self-
constituting, that does not imply that its ground lies elsewhere, that 
is to say, in an other-worldly reality. The self does not ground itself, 
but also does not find its own ground beyond itself, for its foundation 
cannot be other than the Unconditional as such, strictly understood as 
the ground and abyss of all meaning: “‘it is written: in the beginning 
was the meaning’135”. The Unconditional is, as stated above, constitutive 
133 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 140.
134 For that reason, Martin Leiner’s conclusion that “the experience of the ‘I’ is also the 
experience of being-held by something which is not a part of the world” sounds rather 
imprecise when compared to Tillich’s description of the Unconditional as a determination 
of the antinomic structure of self-consciousness. On this point, see LEINER, M. Tillich 
on God, p. 40. [Emphasis mine.] Leiner’s sentence is based exclusively on the article Die 
Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie. In fact, Tillich indeed 
states in this article, by means of a criticism of deism, that “the true Unconditional lies 
beyond this God and its world”. But, here we have to be aware that Tillich is criticizing 
the concept of religion that remains “as a function of the conditioned within the world 
of the conditioned, and it starts from this its own world in order to reach the Uncondi-
tional”. On this point, see TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der 
Religionsphilosophie, p. 75. In this sense, it is within the context of Tillich’s criticism of 
a deistic understanding that he states that the Unconditional lies beyond this God and its 
world. Furthermore, against Leiner’s conclusion stands Tillich’s own words advanced in 
the same article: „Welt, Kultur, Geschichte haben Heiligkeitsqualitäten, können sie haben, 
aber brauchen sie nicht zu haben“ (p. 79). In his 1925 Religionsphilosophie, p. 145-146, 
by its turn, Tillich advances the idea that the unconditional dimension of reality underlies 
every single province of the spirit in such a manner that a consciousness of the world as a 
symbolically stated unity would be completely impossible without the primordial ground 
that constitutes the spirit’s self-certainty as well as its self-relatedness.
135 BARTH, U. Religion und Sinn: Betrachtungen zum frühen Tillich, p. 431: „‚Geschrie-
ben steht: Im Anfang war der Sinn‘“. Here, of course, Barth’s allusion is to Faust, the 
classic work by Goethe. The site of the utterance is well known: it is the first scene of 
the Studierzimmerszene, still before the appearance of Mephisto. The reference here is 
GOETHE, J. W. Faust. Der Tragödie erster und Zweiter Teil. Urfaust. Herausgegeben 
und kommentiert von Erich Trunz. München: Verlag C. H. Beck oHG, 1986, p. 44. 
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for spiritual’s self-relatedness and, as a result, it grounds the circular 
and antinomic (ground and abyss) relationship of the self with itself.
However complex – and, according to some interpreters, controver-
sial – Tillich’s philosophical theory of the Unconditional may be, one 
theoretical question arises immediately at this point. Such a question 
cannot be avoided, since it touches, prima facie, an apparent contradic-
tion intrinsic to Tillich’s philosophy of consciousness, meaning, and reli-
gion: how can das Unbedingte be at the same time the ground and abyss 
of all meaning – and, therefore, not a meaning per se – and the ultimate 
meaning intuited by the intentional or noetic consciousness? The answer 
to this apparent inconsistency lies in the fundamental nature of human 
self-consciousness and its self-relatedness or, put more directly, in the 
conceptual definition of the Unconditional as a new paradoxical descrip-
tion of the spirit as intrinsically constituted by a double-consciousness 
of infinity and meaning or value creation. The Unconditional, i.e., the 
depth dimension of the spirit, stands for the spiritual self-certainty 
and the self-relatedness implied in it. As Tillich clearly states, “in the 
self-certainty of the I or ego [Selbstgewißheit des Ich], a double factor 
is included: the unconditional character of an apprehension of reality 
[einer Realitätserfassung] that lies beyond subject and object, and the 
participation of the subjective I or ego [des subjektiven Ich] in this 
Unconditional-Real on which it rests [an diesem Unbedingt-Wirklichen, 
auf dem es ruht]136”. Following Tillich’s description, it is clear that it 
is the unconditional reality or depth dimension that is the constitutive 
medium for the ego to experience its own self-certainty. There is no 
conceivable self-certainty apart from the unconditional ground of real-
ity. “The Unconditional” – says Tillich – “is not an object; it is also 
not a subject, but rather the presupposition for every possible antithesis 
between subject and object137”. It is precisely for this reason that Tillich 
is able to stress, as stated before, that there is no possible “unreligious 
consciousness in substance [Substanz], though it can certainly exist in 
intention138”. As Tillich underlines, “each act of self-apprehension [Ich-
Erfassung] contains the relation to the Unconditional, as the ground 
136 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 81.
137 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 82.
138 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 81.
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of reality; however, this relation is not intended by everyone139”. From 
this follows the two differentiated states of self-consciousness which 
Tillich cautiously describes: “the a priori religious type of self-appre-
hension”, by means of which the ego experiences its self-certainty in 
such a way “that the unconditional relation to reality contained within 
it stands in the foreground”; and “the a priori unreligious type of self-
apprehension”, in which “the self remains in its detachedness”, settling 
for “the form of consciousness [Bewußtseinsform]140”.
Independently, however, of the two differentiated states of self-
consciousness described by Tillich, it should be clear at this point that, 
according to him, an unreligious consciousness in substance is utterly 
impossible. Whether the self transcends itself through the forms of 
meaning posited by its own spontaneous creativity, and reaches, as it 
were, the ground of reality and the substance of meaning (Sinngehalt) 
upon which it is based; or remains, in its autonomous detachedness 
and unconnectedness, intentionally directed toward the particular forms 
of meaning (Sinnformen) and its unity141; is – as Tillich emphatically 
states it – a matter of theoretical indifference142. The apprehension of 
the Unconditional stands as the prius of every theoretical judgment, 
and in its foundation, as well as its consequences, it is completely in-
dependent of every theoretical certainty. Standing beyond the antithesis 
between subject and object, the Unconditional is unquestionably the 
supporting ground of every theoretical judgment, and can be – as a 
139 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 82: 
„Ein der Substanz nach unreligiöses Bewußtsein gibt es nicht, wohl aber der Intention 
nach. In jeder Ich-Erfassung ist die Beziehung auf das Unbedingte als Realitätsgrund 
enthalten; aber nicht in jeder is sie gemeint“.
140 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 
81-82: „Es besteht nun für das Ich die Möglichkeit, seine Selbstgewißheit so zu erleben, 
daß die unbedingte Realitätsbeziehung, die darin enthalten ist, im Vordergrund steht; die 
a priori religiöse Art der Selbsterfassung; es besteht andererseits die Möglichkeit, seine 
Selbstgewißheit so zu erleben, daß die Beziehung auf das Sein des Ich im Vordergrund 
steht, die a priori unreligiöse Art der Selbsterfassung“.
141 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 134.
142 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 
82: „Ob der Geist die religiöse oder unreligiöse Intention in sich trägt, ist theoretisch 
indifferent, da das Unbedingte zwar das Tragende auch alles theoretischen Urteils ist, 
selbst als absolute Voraussetzung aber niemals Gegenstand der Theorie sein kann“. In 
what follows, I will give paraphrases of this same article in English. The original German, 
however, will be referred to in the footnotes.
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matter of fact it is – an absolute presupposition but never an object of 
theory. If it nevertheless becomes an object of theoretical judgment, 
and it certainly must become so if anything is to be said about it at all, 
then every single statement about the unconditional ground of reality 
has necessarily to assume, according to Tillich, “a paradoxical form143”. 
That is to say, having in mind that the Unconditional is neither a sub-
ject nor an object, and that it lies beyond the subject-object-schema, 
whenever a statement is made about it, one has to be aware that this 
objectifying statement, however necessary, is always and unescapably 
inadequate. Tillich strongly states that all objective thinking must be 
strictly excluded here, for we are not dealing with an object to be found 
either alongside things, or above or within them. “The ‘objective [Ge-
genständlichen]’ is not under consideration here at all, but rather the 
‘primordial [Urständlichen]’” as such – viz., the Unconditional, which 
“is exempt from all form, including”, of course, “that of existence”. 
Therefore, as Tillich’s sentence continues, every statement that, by 
logical inference and necessity, has to be expressed in an objective 
form is true only as “a shattered, paradoxical statement144”. All the 
objectifying statements assume the form, in order to give room to a 
well-known Tillichian concept, of a “positive paradox” – and not, so to 
say, of a strictly “critical paradox”, which Tillich believes to be Barth’s 
philosophical and theological standpoint145. The positive paradox works 
143 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 82: 
„Die Aussage, daß in der Selbstgewißheit die Gewißheit des Unbedingten erfaßt wird, 
ist paradox; denn sie hat die Form des Theoretischen und ist doch dem Theoretischen 
schlechterdings fremd. Wenn gesagt wird, daß Ich erfasse in sich das Unbedingte als Grund 
seiner Selbstgewißheit, so ist in der Form dieser Aussage der Gegensatz von Subjekt und 
Objekt enthalten“.
144 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 83: 
„Jedes gegenständliche Denken ist hier streng auszuschließen. Es ist nicht von einem 
Gegenstand neben den Dingen, oder über den Dingen oder in den Dingen die Rede; es ist 
überhaupt von keinem Gegenständlichen, sondern von dem Urständlichen schlechthin die 
Rede, dem was aller Form, auch der Existenz enthoben ist. Aber auch hier gilt, daß jede 
Aussage gegenständliche Form hat, und darum nur als gebrochene, paradoxe Aussage“.
145 See, in this connection, TILLICH, P. Kritisches und positives Paradoxes: Eine Auseinan-
dersetzung mit Karl Barth und Friedrich Gogarten. In: ALBRECHT, R. (Hrsg.). Gesam-
melte Werke. Band VII: Der Protestantismus als Kritik und Gestaltung. Schriften zur 
Theologie I, p. 216-225; cf. also the already mentioned response by BARTH, K. Von der 
Paradoxie des „positiven Paradoxes“: Antworten und Fragen an Paul Tillich, p. 226-239 
to Tillich’s criticism; TILLICH, P. Antwort an Karl Barth. In: ALBRECHT, R. (Hrsg.). 
Gesammelte Werke. Band VII: Der Protestantismus als Kritik und Gestaltung. Schriften 
zur Theologie I, p. 240-243; See also TILLICH, P. Was ist falsch in der „Dialektischen 
Theologie“?, p. 247-262. On this point, see also note 104 above.
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here, as Tillich puts it, as “the necessary expression of the Uncondi-
tional, for it is not possible to direct oneself intentionally toward the 
Unconditional apart from objectification [Vergegenständlichkeit]146”. But, 
according to Tillich, the substance (Gehalt) of such an objectifying 
statement, which is intended by every true religious act, stands in direct 
contradiction to that, for the Unconditional, as already stated above, 
is neither object nor subject, but rather the presupposition for every 
possible antithesis between subject and object – including, obviously, 
the dynamic and permanently antinomic character of the individual 
spirit’s self-relatedness147.
By following these lines, one is able to perceive the theoreti-
cal guidelines that define the Unconditional – understood as a new 
description of self-consciousness – as a determination of the ground 
of the spirit, and, therefore, as the medium of every possible self-
certainty and knowledge. It – that is, the Unconditional – stands “for 
the dimension of unconditionality present in the self-relation of hu-
man consciousness, but also for that unity or synthesis-function [für 
diejenige Einheits- oder Synthesisfunktion] which already presupposes 
the self-relatedness of spirit in each of its acts148”. As the paradoxical 
statement advanced by Tillich reads, “God-certainty is certainty of the 
Unconditional [Gewißheit des Unbedingten], which is contained in the 
self-certainty of the I or ego and grounds it. Thus, the certainty of God 
is absolutely independent of any other presupposed certainty. The I or 
ego and its religion are subordinated to the Unconditional; they first be-
come possible through the Unconditional149”. For this reason, as Tillich 
146 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 
83: „Ist die Aussage ‚Gott ist‘ auch dem Gehalt nach theoretisch, so vernichtet sie die 
Gottheit Gottes. Ist sie aber als Paradoxie gemeint, so ist der notwendige Ausdruck für 
die Bejahung des Unbedingten; denn es ist nicht möglich, sich anders auf das Unbedingte 
zu richten als durch Vergegenständlichkeit“.
147 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 82.
148 DANZ, C. Das Göttliche und das Dämonische. Paul Tillichs Deutung von Geschichte 
und Kultur, p. 5: „Der Begriff des Unbedingten bezeichnet den Grund des Geistes als das 
Medium allen Wissenkönnens des Menschen. Es steht für die Unbedingtheitsdimension 
im Selbstverhältnis des menschlichen Bewusstseins, also für diejenige Einheits- oder 
Synthesisfunktion, die letzteres in jedem seiner Akte bereits voraussetzt“.
149 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 82. The 
name “God” here, of course, has a strict symbolic character. In this sense, it is erroneous to 
assume that Tillich, in his text on Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religions-
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asserts, “there can be, therefore, no self-certainty whatsoever in which 
God-certainty is not implicitly contained”; however, as he proceeds, it 
makes “the decisive religious difference if God-certainty is explicitly 
contained in the self-certainty of the I or ego150”. Thus, true religion 
philosophie, simply “associates, without further explanation, the Unconditional with God”, 
as Frederico P. Pires states. On this point, cf.: PIRES, F. P. A filosofia da religião em Paul 
Tillich e Jean-Luc Marion. Horizonte, vol. 12, no. 36, 2014, p. 1348. The question here is 
neither of a direct and not explained association, nor of “assuming the Unconditional as a 
synonym to God”. Rather, Tillich’s sentence emphasizes the need, as already seen, of “a 
shattered, paradoxical statement”. Thus, a careful analysis of Tillich’s concept of paradox – 
already present in a latent form in his early Briefwechsel with Emanuel Hirsch between the 
years of 1917 and 1918 – is strikingly missing in Pire’s analysis. The basic methodological 
error lies, as we stated above, in the attempt to understand Tillich’s theoretical sentences 
without taking into due consideration that, apart from his fully developed sinntheoretischen 
Geistesphilosophie, the nature of his statements cannot be apprehended in an adequate man-
ner. Furthermore, it seems to me, Pires is not taking into due consideration Tillich’s symbolic 
theory, even though this theoretical framework is not yet advanced in a fully developed 
manner at this time. This fact, however, does not justify the analytical absence of Tillich’s 
comprehensive understanding of the nature of symbolic statements – which, by the way, 
flourishes, so to say, from his early sketch of a theory of meaning, and is further developed 
in his ulterior writings. In other words, Tillich’s texts on the philosophy of religion are to be 
read from the perspective of the history of problems in which they unfold. Following these 
lines, Pires’ unfortunate conclusion could have been avoided if he had developed a careful 
analysis, in a historical-critical fashion, of Tillich’s Monismus des Sinnes and his further 
integration of his meaning-theory into the broader scopus of his philosophy of spirit. It is 
precisely his turn toward an Idealist-neo-Kantian theory of meaning, here conceived of as 
the basic explanatory framework of his concept of religion, which has to be analyzed as the 
starting point for Tillich’s writings on the philosophy of religion as they were developed in 
the 1920s. For it is clear that Tillich’s conception of God arises from the inner dialectical 
life of spirit itself, as his correspondences with Emanuel Hirsch clearly demonstrate. In this 
sense, Tillich’s concept of God is to be seen in connection with the structural nature of the 
spirit’s self-relatedness formulated in those letters, for it is from this structural nature that 
Tillich’s understanding of consciousness, meaning, and religion are unfolded. Furthermore, 
Tillich’s statements on “Gott und Welt”, advanced in his 1925 Religionsphilosophie, stand 
in sharp opposition to Pires’ rather little nuanced criticisms. In this connection, and against 
Pire’s analysis, cf.: TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 145: „Gott ist das im Glauben 
gemeinte Objekt und außerdem nichts […] ‚Got‘ is das Symbol für das Unbedingte; aber 
es ist ein Symbol, genau wie der Glaube als Akt – nicht als Akt-Grund und -Abgrund – ein 
symbolischer Akt ist“. So, as Tillich clearly states, God stands as a symbol for the Uncon-
ditional and, as such, it is a name for “das, was uns unbedingt angeht”. On this point, see 
also the careful study by DANZ, C. Religion als Freiheitsbewußtsein. Eine Studie zur 
Theologie als Theorie der Konstitutionsbedingungen individueller Subjektivität bei Paul 
Tillich, p. 341-347.
150 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 82: 
„Es gibt deswegen überhaupt keine Gewißheit, in der nicht die Gottesgewißheit implicite 
enthalten wäre; aber ob sie auch explicite enthalten ist, das macht den entscheidenden 
religiösen Unterschied aus“.
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is always aware that the Unconditional, even when submitted to the 
structural nature of the subject-object-schema, cannot be objectified 
without falsification; the substance of meaning stands over against every 
single attempt at an objectification of the Unconditional (heteronomy), 
for it knows that the result of such an objectification leads, in the last 
analysis, to the degrading transformation of true religion into a cul-
tural form or a transcendental function of spirit amongst others – viz., 
a religion in which its true meaning has gone astray. Here, Tillich’s 
distinction between “broad” and “narrow” concepts of religion, which 
pervades the totality of his philosophical and theological writings, can 
be appropriately described. Following the fitting sentences advanced by 
Danz, the broad concept of religion stands for the already mentioned 
formula that religion is that which unconditionally concerns or ap-
proaches us, i.e., das, was uns unbedingt angeht. In this sense, Tillich’s 
broad concept of religion advanced in his philosophical system, stands, 
as such, for “the contingent event of spirit’s becoming-reflexive in its 
relation to itself”. The narrower concept of religion designates, by its 
turn, “a self-relatedness of a kind that has not become evident in its 
inner structure, namely the depth dimension of spirit151”. Since religion 
can only realize itself through the concretely determined forms posited 
by the spirit in its reflexive self-relatedness, human self-consciousness 
can be – when considered subjectively, although not objectively – “God-
less152”. Therefore, it follows that a true religious act or performance 
can be defined essentially as the event of self-transparency of the spirit, 
whereas religion as a cultural form or a transcendental function of spirit 
amongst other functions, is basically characterized by the absence of 
spirit’s self-transparency in its inner structure. When religion is con-
ceived in such a manner, the spirit remains in its autonomous detached-
ness vis-à-vis the ultimate ground of reality (autonomy). It remains, to 
put it bluntly, in its detachedness and unconnectedness in regards to 
the dimension of unconditionality or depth dimension of spirit, for its 
151 DANZ, C. Tillich’s Philosophy, p. 180. The translation here has been slightly modified.
152 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 
82: „Objektiv ist jedes Bewußtsein Gott-gebunden, aber subjektiv kann das Bewußtein 
Gott-los sein“.
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consciousness is intentionally directed toward culture – or, put more 
precisely, toward the autonomous forms of meaning and its unity153.
If, as Tillich clearly states by means of a specific religious-sym-
bolic and paradoxical approach, God-certainty is the certainty of the 
Unconditional which is contained in the self-certainty of the ego and 
grounds it; and if the Unconditional is that which lies beyond the sub-
ject-object-schema; then it is clear that the dimension of uncondition-
ality is the medium not only for the self-certainty of the ego, but also 
for its self-relatedness. This is so because, by reflexively positing itself 
as an object to itself, the spirit already presupposes the Unconditional. 
Precisely because it is the prius of the antithesis between subject and 
object – the kernel of spirit’s self-certainty – the unconditional reality 
can only be conceived of as the medium for the reflexivity of the spirit. 
Such a dynamic character of spirit’s self-relatedness is already implied, 
as stated before, into Tillich’s understanding of religion as a mode of 
reflexive disclosedness of the cultural consciousness that dissolves its 
character as a particular cultural form of meaning alongside others. Re-
ligion is, therefore, an act of reflection within human spirit that brings 
its own self-disclosedness to presentation, i.e., the contingent event of 
the becoming-evident-to-itself154. 
As a spiritual attitude of intentional directedness toward the Un-
conditional, as well as the medium for the reflexivity of the spirit, 
religion can be fittingly conceived of as the self-transparency or self-
disclosedness of the spirit, whereas das Unbedingte, as a description 
of self-consciousness and the depth dimension in man’s spiritual life, 
stands for the ground of reality as well as for the ground of self-cer-
tainty and the reflexive self-relatedness implied in it. In this sense, the 
Unconditional is the ground of reality and, therefore, every meaningful 
activity of the spirit in the historical life-world already presupposes 
it. Religion, in turn, is the dimension of spirit’s self-disclosedness in 
which “consciousness realizes that it is already presupposed as the 
ground of every symbolic activity in knowledge and action [im Erken-
153 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 
81-82.
154 DANZ, C. „Ethik des ,Reiches Gottes‘“. Moralität und Eschatologie bei Paul Tillich, p. 9.
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nen und Handeln], and realizes, therefore, that it withdraws itself155”. 
That is to say, das Unbedingte or self-consciousness is the ground of 
everything, but also its abyss, for the spirit cannot find its own ground: 
rather, in the reflexive search for its own ground, the spirit finds it-
self. As Tillich accurately describes this state of affairs in his 1923 
Wissenschaftssystem, “there is no origin of spirit; for every spiritual 
creation presupposes spirit156”. That is to say, every Inhalt or content 
of a ground of the spirit or the ultimate unity of a permanently frac-
tured self-consciousness is, actually, a symbol. As Tillich puts it, “this 
synthesis of syntheses is the highest, the always intended symbol of 
the Unconditional157”. The reason is that the constitutive feature of the 
self-relatedness of consciousness in its inner reflexivity and historicity 
is endless, and, as such, is unable to find any content to grasp. “In the 
spiritual act the intention toward the universal is effective. However, 
this intention remains necessarily contentless [inhaltlos] if it seeks to 
grasp the universal as universal. For the unconditioned form does not 
exist as a graspable reality158”. Nonetheless, precisely because the spirit, 
in its double-consciousness of infinity and value, cannot achieve the 
unity of self-consciousness or grasp its own ground, it can intentionally 
direct itself toward the unconditional ground of reality as its symboli-
cally intended ground and ultimate unity. Since the spirit is a permanent 
fracture, an incurable contradiction, the search for the symbolic unity 
of self-consciousness arises out of an inner motive of reason (Vernunft). 
Quoting Tillich’s formula again, “religion is the intentional directed-
155 DANZ, C. „Ethik des ,Reiches Gottes‘“. Moralität und Eschatologie bei Paul Tillich, p. 9.
156 TILLICH, P. Das System der Wissenschaften nach Gegenständen und Methoden, p. 200: 
„Es gib keinen außergeschichtlichen Moment einer geschichtlichen Gestalt. Es gibt keinen 
Anfang des Geistes; denn jede geistige Schöpfung setzt Geist voraus“. [Emphasis in the 
original.]
157 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 145: „Entsprechend der Gegenwart des unbeding-
ten Sinngehaltes in jedem sein kann alles Seiende Symbol des Unbedingten werden. 
Entsprechend der unbedingten Forderung der Sinnform ist vollkommenes Symbol des 
Unbedingten aber nur die vollendete Sinneinheit: die Synthesis des Seienden und seine 
Bedeutung in Einheit mit der Synthesis des Persönlichen und ihrer Fülle. Logische und 
ästhetische, rechtliche und soziale, kurz metaphysische und ethische Intention treffen in 
diesem Symbol zusammen. Es ist weder als theoretischer Gegenstand noch als praktische 
Idee zu fassen, sondern nur als Einheit beider. Diese Synthesis der Synthesen ist das 
höchste, immer intendiert Symbol des Unbedingten“. [Emphasis in the original.]
158 TILLICH, P. Das System der Wissenschaften nach Gegenständen und Methoden, p. 200.
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ness toward the Unconditional”, an intentional attitude toward its own 
self-transparency through the concrete cultural forms posited by the 
spirit that reveals its inner antinomic structure. This is the true mean-
ing of the metaphorical expression Durchbruch, for it stands not for 
the vertical eruption of a foreign substance, but rather for the event of 
the self-disclosedness of the spirit through the concrete cultural forms 
posited by the spirit in its incessant meaningful activity in the histori-
cal life-world.
Here, the fundamental problem present in every theory of subjec-
tivity – viz., the problem of the Reflexionstheorie or of the unsurmount-
able circular character of a self-positing self that posits itself159 – is not 
evaded by Tillich. Rather, Tillich clearly assumes this circular character 
of the spirit in his antinomic structural description of the Unconditional 
as both ground and abyss. As Tillich states, “the meaningfulness of all 
meaning is the ground, but it is also the abyss of every meaning, in-
cluding of an unconditioned form of meaning160”. The self-positing self 
that posits itself and remains in its own autonomous self-closedness is 
always threatened by the risk of a thorough meaninglessness, i.e., the 
abyss of all meaning. This does not imply, however, that the event of 
the self-disclosedness of the spirit releases the subject from the threat 
of meaninglessness, for the overcoming of the antinomic structure of 
consciousness remains an infinite approach toward a never reachable 
unity161. “The notion that in an unconditioned form of meaning all 
ground of meaning exhausts itself would abrogate [aufheben] the inner 
infinity of meaning; it would not be able to banish the possibility that 
all meaning can sink into meaninglessness162”. For this purpose stands, 
as Danz stresses it, “the most qualified determination [Näherbestim-
mung] of the Unconditional as ground and abyss163”. The spirit is, as a 
matter of fact, the ground of everything. Nonetheless, to the extent that, 
as stated before, “there is no origin of spirit”, as Tillich emphasizes it 
159 HENRICH, D. Fichtes ursprüngliche Einsicht, p. 193-194.
160 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 134: „Nun aber ist die unbedingte Sinnform eine 
dem Verhältnis von Form und Gehalt widersprechende Idee. Die Sinnhaftigkeit alles Sinnes 
ist der Grund, aber auch der Abgrund jedes Sinnes, auch der unbedingten Sinnform“.
161 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 134.
162 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 134.
163 DANZ, C. „Ethik des ,Reiches Gottes‘“. Moralität und Eschatologie bei Paul Tillich, p. 9.
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in his System der Wissenschaften, “for every spiritual creation presup-
poses spirit”, then one is forced to conclude, by means of an immanent 
interpretation of the Tillichian meaning-theory philosophy of spirit, 
that the individual spirit is also, at the same time, its own abyss. The 
Unconditional represents not only the foundational function of con-
sciousness, but also the inner contradiction of the spirit, for it is through 
this double determination that Tillich is able to qualify his theory of 
self-consciousness in an adequate manner. For, according to Tillich, the 
reflexive opposition between subject and object, which characterizes 
his philosophy of spirit, presents itself as a constitutive feature to any 
description of consciousness as both ground and abyss. Consequently, 
as Danz describes it, Tillich’s description of the nature of the spirit 
brings with itself the characteristic feature that the consciousness of 
the underlying Unconditional that grounds the self also sets apart two 
opposite sides. That is to say, “human self-consciousness is a unity in 
opposition, an antinomic self-relation. It is a unity, however, that cannot 
grasp itself as a unity164”. In this sense, as stated before, the description 
of das Unbedingte as that dimension of unconditionality of the spirit, as 
well as that unity or synthesis-function which already presupposes the 
self-relatedness of spirit in each of its acts in the life-world, does not 
exhaust the theoretical function of the Unconditional as a description of 
self-consciousness. Tillich’s concept does not aim only at a presentation 
of the general foundational function of the Unconditional as the ground 
of self-consciousness, for this same concept also reveals, as its flipside, 
a moment of irrationality, an abyss. Through this double determination 
of the Unconditional as ground and abyss that is constitutive for his 
description of the spirit, Tillich reveals, in a very clear way, that the 
thinking subject has the power to determine everything. Nonetheless, 
in this all-determining power, the spirit already presupposes itself in 
all of its determining acts, so that it cannot ground itself. “Thinking 
164 DANZ, C. Das Göttliche und das Dämonische. Paul Tillichs Deutung von Geschichte und 
Kultur, p. 6: „Für jedes Bewusstsein ist der Reflexionsgegensatz von Subjekt und Objekt 
konstitutiv. Das hat zur Folge, dass im Bewusstsein das diesem zugrunde liegende Un-
bedingte in zwei widersprechende Seiten auseinandertritt. Das menschliche Bewusstsein 
ist eine Einheit im Widerspruch, ein antinomisches Selbstverhältnis. Es ist eine Einheit, 
die sich aber selbst nicht als Einheit erfassen kann“.
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as the quintessence [Inbegriff] of rationality is for itself irrational165”. 
Therefore, the individual spirit is, as Tillich’s philosophy of spirit puts 
it, ground and abyss at the same time (Grund und Abgrund zugleich)166. 
Again, as his Wissenschaftssystem reads, “there is no origin of spirit; 
for every spiritual creation already presupposes spirit”. In its search for 
the unconditional ground of reality, the spirit finds itself in its rational 
and irrational antinomic nature167. In a word, spirit finds spirit.
Regardless of the delineation of the Unconditional as both ground 
and abyss of all meaning mentioned above, one further question, how-
ever, remains unanswered – viz., the question of the description of 
das Unbedingte as the ultimate meaning intuited by the intentional or 
noetic consciousness. This description bursts forth immediately from 
Tillich’s phenomenologically inspired determination of religion as 
the intentional directedness toward the Unconditional or, as we have 
repeatedly stated, Richtung auf das Unbedingte. In this sense, if the 
Unconditional is conceived of as the ground and abyss of all mean-
ing, how can it possibly be, at the same time, the ultimate meaning 
toward which the individual spirit directs itself? At first glance, Tillich 
seems to be either incoherent or strictly logically contradictory, for he 
openly sustains that “this unconditionality of meaning [Unbedingtheit 
des Sinnes] is itself, however, not a meaning, but rather the ground of 
meaning [Sinngrund]168”. According to this sentence, the Unconditional 
is to be understood as the condition of meaning, i.e., that which, as 
ground of meaning, makes a meaningful reality possible, and not, as 
his formal determination of religion suggests, the ultimate meaning of 
the intentional consciousness. Notwithstanding, it would be, to say the 
very least, rather simplistic to approach this apparent incoherence or 
strict logical contradiction by assuming it as a true state of affairs that, 
as such, would allegedly impute a contradictory feature to the whole 
structural nature of Tillich’s theoretical standpoint. Actually, such an 
apparent contradiction is to be seen as a necessary feature that stems 
165 DANZ, C. Das Göttliche und das Dämonische. Paul Tillichs Deutung von Geschichte und 
Kultur, p. 6: „Das Denken als der Inbegriff von Rationalität ist für sich selbst irrational“.
166 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie. (Sommersemester 1920), p. 395.
167 DANZ, C. Das Göttliche und das Dämonische. Paul Tillichs Deutung von Geschichte 
und Kultur, p. 5-6.
168 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 133.
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from Tillich’s description of the paradoxical or antinomic nature of the 
spirit combined with its phenomenological dimension. 
It remains true, however, that the Unconditional, as the ground of 
meaning, cannot be, as such, a meaning, for it is the ground of every 
possible meaningful reality. But, as soon as one perceives the theoreti-
cal function of Tillich’s categories of Gehalt and Form, by means of 
which the Unconditional finds expression169, the double character of 
the Unbedingte as both ground and abyss of meaning and the ultimate 
meaning of the intentional consciousness becomes intelligible. As Til-
lich states in his 1925 Religionsphilosophie, “the substance of meaning 
[Sinngehalt], on the one hand, has for the form of meaning [Sinnform] 
the significance of the ground of meaningfulness [Sinnhaftigkeit]; on 
the other hand, it functions over against the form as the demand for 
an unconditioned meaning fulfillment, a demand with which only the 
perfect interconnection of all meaning can comply, the unconditioned 
form170”. According to Tillich, the unconditioned form, however, is a 
contradictory idea vis-à-vis the relationship between Form and Gehalt. 
This is so because, as already stated before, the meaningfulness of all 
meaning is both the ground and the abyss of every meaning, including 
the unconditioned form of meaning. Thus, the inner infinity of meaning, 
as a characteristic feature of self-consciousness, is threatened by the 
notion that in an unconditioned form of meaning all ground of meaning 
exhausts itself. For, every single meaning can sink into meaningless-
ness, that is, into the abyss that puts away even such a symbolic ideal 
of an unconditioned form of meaning. As Tillich’s argument carefully 
develops, “the unconditioned meaningfulness of all meaning is based 
on the consciousness of the inexhaustibility of meaning of the ground 
of meaning”. In this sense, the idea of a perfect unity would be “an 
exhaustion of the inner infinity of meaning”. The reflexivity of the 
spirit, characterized as it is by a double-consciousness of infinity and 
value, is endless; as such, it has no possible determination or content 
of an unconditioned form of meaning to grasp, for such a possibility 
would undermine precisely its infinity-nature. Nonetheless, “the demand 
169 DANZ, C. Religion als Freiheitsbewußtsein. Eine Studie zur Theologie als Theorie der 
Konstitutionsbedingungen individueller Subjektivität bei Paul Tillich, p. 308-309 [note 17].
170 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 134. [Emphasis in the original.]
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for this unity is present in every act of meaning; for only through the 
perfect unity of all meaning can meaning come to unconditioned realiza-
tion, i.e., to form171”. As a result, the apparent incoherence or strictly 
logical contradiction allegedly present in Tillich’s double determina-
tion of the Unconditional as both ground-abyss of all meaning and the 
ultimate meaning toward which the individual spirit directs itself is 
now evident. It is precisely the nature of spirit’s self-relatedness in its 
antinomic structure that obliges Tillich to describe the Unconditional 
as both ground-abyss of meaning and the ultimate meaning intended 
by the self-consciousness. The Unconditional, as described before, is 
constitutive for spirit’s self-relatedness and, as a result, it grounds the 
circular and antinomic relationship of the self-positing self with the 
self that is posited. But, since the spirit cannot find its own ground, or 
better, since it has no origin, for every spiritual creation already pre-
supposes it, then it follows that the actualization of self-consciousness 
is only possible to the extent that it directs itself toward the uncondi-
tional foundational basis of reality, that is, toward its own ungraspable 
unconditioned ground.
As an intentional directedness toward the Unconditional, religion 
is marked by a double determination: it is grounded in the Uncondi-
tional, for, as Tillich asserts, the I or ego and its religion are subordi-
nated to the Unconditional, and they first become possible through the 
Unconditional172; but it is also, nonetheless, an attitude of immediate 
intentional directedness toward the ultimate ground of reality. In the 
first determination, one can perceive the main intention already present 
in Tillich’s early sketches of his Kulturtheologie of the beginning of the 
1920s, “which aims essentially at overcoming the antithesis between 
religion and culture by claiming a religious culture an sich173”. Here, 
religion is the ground of every meaningful activity, and, as such, it is 
the ground of both religion and culture. In the second determination, 
however, one is able to grasp Tillich’s understanding of religion as a 
171 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 134. [Emphasis in the original.]
172 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 82.
173 DANZ, C. Die Religion in der Kultur. Karl Barth und Paul Tillich über die Grundlagen 
einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 215: „Sie zielt im Wesentlichen auf eine Überwindung des 
Gegensatzes von Religion und Kultur, durch die Behauptung einer an sich religiösen Kultur“.
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qualified attitude of intentionality, which immediately characterizes the 
Unconditional as a meaning toward which the spirit directs itself174. In 
both determinations, however, the ultimate unity of the forms of mean-
ing is, mutatis mutandis, clearly intended. Such a perfect unity of the 
forms of meaning is, as Tillich states, a meeting point of culture and 
religion, for religion is intentional directedness toward the Uncondi-
tional, whereas culture, by its turn, is intentional directedness toward 
the particular forms of meaning and its unity. Notwithstanding, there 
is a fundamental difference here, for this unity is, for the autonomous 
cultural consciousness, the conclusion (Abschluß), whereas for religion 
it remains and has to remain nothing more, although nothing less, than a 
symbol175. This is the reason why religion, from the vantage standpoint 
of the Unconditional, has, at the same time, to affirm and negate such a 
symbol of a perfect unity176. It affirms it as an unreachable ideal toward 
which the spirit continuously strives in its self-actualization in mean-
ing; but it also negates it, and has to negate it, as an actual possibility 
precisely because religion knows that the Unconditional is no object 
to be grasped177. Every statement about a ground or the unity of both 
174 As TILLICH, P. Rechtfertigung und Zweifel. (1919). In: STURM, E. (Hrsg.). Ergän-
zungs- und Nachlaßbände zu den Gesammelten Werken von Paul Tillich. Band X: 
Religion, Kultur, Gesellschaft. Unveröffentlichte Texte aus der deutschen Zeit (1908-
1933). Erster Teil. Berlin; New York: Walter de Gruyter GmbH & Co. KG, 1999, p. 219 
puts it already in 1919: „‚Das Unbedingte‘ ist ein Sinn, aber nicht ein einzelner Sinn, denn 
jeder einzelne Sinn steht unter dem Zweifel und könnte den Zweifler nicht rechtfertigen. 
Das Unbedingte ist der Sinn schlechthin, der Ausdruck dafür, daß überhaupt ein Sinn 
ist, die Setzung der Sinnsphäre. Indem das Ich das Unbedingte bejaht, bejaht es zugleich 
sich selbst als sinnvoll, erhält es erst einen Sinn“.
175 Although true religion knows that the perfect unity of forms of meaning is a symbol, 
the danger of identifying the Unconditional with the conditioned forms of meaning 
remains a permanent threat. As CORDEMANN, C. Religion und Kultur. Paul Tillichs 
religionsphilosophische Grundlegung einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 103-104 points out: 
„Die Gefahr einer theonomen Geisteslage liegt darin, dass sie die Formen, in denen sie 
einmal den adäquaten Ausdruck des Gehaltes sah, zu konservieren sucht. Die lebendige 
Theonomie, die überall den unbedingten Gehalt des Wirklichen aufspürt, steht nach Tillich 
immer in Gefahr, allmählich zu erstarren und die bedingten Formen, die einst Symbol 
des Unbedingten waren, selbst absolut zu setzen“.
176 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 134: „Religion ist Richtung des Geistes auf den 
unbedingten Sinn, Kultur is Richtung des Geistes auf die unbedingten Formen. Beide 
aber treffen sich in der Richtung auf die vollendete Einheit der Sinnformen, die für die 
Kultur Abschluß ist, für die Religion aber Symbol, das vom Unbedingten her zugleich 
bejaht und verneint wird“.
177 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 145-146.
Revista Eletrônica Correlatio v. 16, n. 1 - Junho de 2017
“Richtung auf das Unbedingte” and “Self-Transparency”: The Foundations 
of Paul Tillich’s Philosophy of Spirit, Meaning, and Religion (1919-1925)
67
self-consciousness and the world is, from the perspective of religion, a 
symbol, for true religion already knows that there is no determination 
or content that would be able to grasp it. As Tillich precisely states, 
“that which is the foundational basis of all functions of meaning can-
not itself be any function of meaning. In fact, the relation is such that 
the functions of meaning come to meaning fulfillment [Sinnerfüllung] 
only in intentional directedness toward the unconditioned meaning, and 
that, therefore, the religious intention [die religiöse Intention] is the 
presupposition for successful meaning-fulfillment in all its functions178”.
From what has been stated so far, Tillich’s double determination 
of religion as the ground of meaning, as well as the ultimate meaning 
intended by the noetic consciousness, can now be grasped in its correct 
programmatic intention. “Religion, in its actual meaning [im eigentli-
chen Sinne], is an event on the forms of culture [ein Geschehen an der 
kulterellen Formen], but in no sense a particular function of meaning. 
From religion in its actual meaning, Tillich discriminates it as a cul-
tural form [Kulturform]”. But, then one has to add immediately that 
“the true religion [die wahre Religion]”, according to Tillich, “becomes 
understood as an event on the cultural forms [ein Geschehen an den 
Kulturformen]”. This event of religion is also determined by Tillich, just 
like Karl Barth, “as underivable and always concrete179”. This double 
determination of religion is derived from Tillich’s methodological ap-
proach as developed in his 1925 Religionsphilosophie180. In other words: 
by taking as its starting point the functions of meaning, Tillich aims 
at showing that the totality of the “meaning functions, in their being 
and their meaning, are grounded in the religious”, i.e., “that they are 
forms that become meaningless and without substance [gehaltlos] as 
soon as they lose the intention toward the unconditioned substance of 
meaning [die Intention auf den unbedingten Sinngehalt verlieren]181”. 
The famous formula that religion is the substance (Gehalt) of culture 
and culture is the form of religion182 belongs to this first provisional co-
178 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 141-142.
179 DANZ, C. Die Religion in der Kultur. Karl Barth und Paul Tillich über die Grundlagen 
einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 219.
180 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 141-143.
181 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 142.
182 See infra, notes 81 and 82.
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subordination of his determination of religion that stems fundamentally 
from his fully developed sinntheoretischen Geistesphilosophie. How-
ever, by changing the starting point of his methodological procedure 
from the system of functions of meaning to the description of religion 
as directedness toward the Unconditional, Tillich’s most famous for-
mula, his Erkennungsmelodie, is also altered. The formula, according 
to Tillich’s methodological inversion, now reads as follows: “culture is 
the form of expression of religion, and religion is the content [Inhalt] 
of culture183”. As a consequence of this programmatic inversion, the 
cultural element, the system of meaning functions, which was the first 
preliminary co-subordination of his methodological approach, comes 
to second place. Here, as it were, lies the true meaning of the phenom-
enological dimension of Tillich’s philosophy of religion. As a qualified 
attitude of the intentional or noetic consciousness in its directedness 
toward the Unconditional, i.e., as the ultimate meaning toward which 
the intentional consciousness directs itself, religion can only be grasped 
in the cultural forms, that is, as the Inhalt of culture. From now on, 
a separation between religion and culture becomes approachable, for 
there is a possibility for the spirit to relate itself “to the conditioned 
forms and their unity without paying heed to the unconditioned mean-
ing, and therefore without bringing to expression the negativity of the 
Unconditional against the unity of meaning184”. That is to say, from 
the perspective of the intentionality of the spirit, a difference between 
religion and culture becomes manifest. The individual subject can now 
be intentionally religious or intentionally unreligious, even though, as 
already stated before, the Unconditional remains the ultimate underly-
ing ground of reality.
Tillich’s understanding of the Unconditional as a meaning of 
intentional consciousness is, in this manner, a constitutive feature of 
the phenomenological dimension intrinsic to his sinntheoretischen 
Geistesphilosophie. The Unconditional, as ground-abyss of all meaning 
183 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 142: „die Kultur ist Ausdrucksform der Religion, 
und die Religion ist Inhalt der Kultur. Mit diesem Sätzen ist die vorläufige Nebenordnung 
der grundlegenden Deduktion wieder aufgehoben; es hat sich eine Umkehrung vollzogen, 
durch die das kulturelle, das System der Sinnfunktionen, das in der Deduktion das erste 
war, an die zweite Stelle gerückt ist“. [Emphasis in the original.]
184 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 142.
Revista Eletrônica Correlatio v. 16, n. 1 - Junho de 2017
“Richtung auf das Unbedingte” and “Self-Transparency”: The Foundations 
of Paul Tillich’s Philosophy of Spirit, Meaning, and Religion (1919-1925)
69
and the ultimate intention of the noetic consciousness, is to be primar-
ily understood, according to Georg Neugebauer’s description185, as the 
noema toward which the individual spirit directs itself in its search 
for the ultimate synthesis or unity186. By means of his appropriation 
of Husserl’s Intentionalitätstheorie, Tillich parallelizes the religious 
act of faith and its content (Inhalt) with other acts of consciousness 
and their contents (ihren Inhalten), or, in the phenomenological ter-
minology developed by Husserl, “with the distinction between noesis 
and noema187”. As a result, Tillich axiologically summed up the Un-
conditional, since the first version of his Kulturvortrag (1919), as a 
“religious value188”. It is, however, important for Tillich, under the 
decisive influence of Windelband, that he does not locate the holiness 
value (den Heiligkeitswert) alongside the transcendental functions of 
the spirit, for religion is not a function of the practical, theoretical, nor 
of the intuitive-emotional faculties, but rather the unity of each one 
of them. Instead, Tillich sees holiness in the unconditionality of the 
validity of the values as such189. In this sense, the ontological status 
185 NEUGEBAUER, G. Die geistphilosophischen Grundlagen der Kulturtheologie Tillichs 
vor dem Hintergrund seiner Schelling- und Husserlrezeption, p. 56.
186 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie: Gliederung. In: STURM, E. (Hrsg.). Ergänzungs- 
und Nachlaßbände zu den Gesammelten Werken von Paul Tillich. Band XII: Ber-
liner Vorlesungen I (1919-1920), p. 582 clearly states in this connection the following: 
„Das, was die Religion ‚meint‘, und das, was die Philosophie beweist, sind zunächst 
zwei verschiedene Dinge. Das erste ist Gehalt, das zweite Form“. Religion intends the 
substance (Gehalt), and that means that the Gehalt is primarily understood by Tillich as 
a noema of the intentional consciousness. In what follows, I will be closely following G. 
Neugebauer’s arguments.
187 NEUGEBAUER, G. Die geistphilosophischen Grundlagen der Kulturtheologie Tillichs 
vor dem Hintergrund seiner Schelling- und Husserlrezeption, p. 56.
188 TILLICH, P. Über die Idee einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 81.
189 See WINDELBAND, W. Einleitung in die Philosophie. Tübingen: Verlag von J. C. 
B. Mohr (Paul Siebeck), 1920, p. 390-404. As Wildelband states: „Wenn trotzdem von 
einem Reich der religiösen Werte gesprochen wird, das man mit dem Gesamtnamen des 
Heiligen bezeichnen kann, so kommt dies daher, daß alle jene Werte religiöse Formen 
anzunehmen vermögen. Wir kennen ein religiöses Fürwahrhalten, religiöse Motive des 
Wollens und Handelns, religiöse Gefühle mannigfacher Art. Selbst der Sinnengenuß kann 
unter Umständen, wie etwa in orgiastischen Zuständen, religiöse Formen annehmen und 
damit geheiligt werden. Hierauf beruht gerade die universelle Bedeutung der Religion, 
mit der sie das gesamte Menschenleben umspannt: und hieraus ist es zu erklären, daß die 
Behandlung der Religionsphilosophie immer einseitig ausfallen muß, wenn man sie einer 
der besonderen philosophischen Disziplinen, der Logik, der Ethik oder der Aesthetik, als 
einen abgeleiteten Teil zuordnen oder eingliedern will“ (p. 391). In this connection, see 
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of the concept of Gehalt can be qualified, as Cordemann states, “as a 
mode of absolute validity190”. The meaning intended or the ultimate 
goal of the noetic consciousness is the intentional character constitu-
tive of self-consciousness itself. For Neugebauer, the dimension that 
is meant by the spirit stands for the intentional substance of the acts 
of consciousness (das Gemeinte steht für den intentionalen Gehalt 
der Bewußtseinsakte), which always comes, in agreement with Hus-
serl’s Intentionalitätstheorie, “as a correlative substance of meaning 
[Sinngehalt]191”. In other words, the “religious consciousness and the 
Unconditional behave to each other like noesis and noema”. It follows 
that Tillich’s “concept of the Unconditional cannot be understood 
against this background as anything else than unconditioned mean-
ing, and the unconditioned meaning forms to him an intentional cor-
relate of the religious consciousness”. In this sense, as Neugebauer 
states, “if Tillich grants to the Unconditional the status of a noema, 
then therein is contained his understanding of his theory of meaning 
[sinntheoretisches Verständnis]”. Having in mind that, for Tillich, 
the Gehalt has the status of a noema, it is necessary to conclude, as 
Neugebauer correctly does, that “the Unconditional or the uncon-
ditioned substance of meaning is not any object in the sense of the 
real world of objects, but rather that which possesses a meaningful 
also WINDELBAND, W. Kulturphilosophie und transzendentaler Idealismus. (1910). 
In: Präludien: Aufsätze und Reden zur Philosophie und ihrer Geschichte. Zweiter 
Band. Tübingen: Verlag von J. C. B. Mohr (Paul Siebeck), 1924, p. 279-294. According 
to Windelband, religion represents the unity of culture, or the unity of the three cultural 
functions – viz., thought, action, and feeling –, which cannot be grasped through those 
functions themselves. As he points out: „Ihre besonderen Funktionen, soweit sie ihre 
Vernunftgründe aus den logischen, ethischen oder ästhetischen Inhalten schöpfen, nehmen 
an deren transzendentalem Wesen teil, und der einzige Vernunftgrund, der der Religion 
eigen ist, besteht in dem Postulat, die Totalität aller Vernunftwerte in einer absoluten 
Einheit zu erleben, die von keiner der Formen unseres Bewußtseins erfaßt werden kann“ 
(p. 289). For a comparison of the positions advanced by Windelband, Otto, and Tillich, 
see DANZ, C. From the Religious a priori to Intending the Absolute: Reflections on the 
Methodological Principles in Otto and Tillich Against the Backdrop of Their Historical 
Problematic. HTS Teologiese Studies/Theological Studies, vol. 69, no. 1, 2013, p. 1-7.
190 CORDEMANN, C. Religion und Kultur. Paul Tillichs religionsphilosophische Grundle-
gung einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 102.
191 NEUGEBAUER, G. Die geistphilosophischen Grundlagen der Kulturtheologie Tillichs 
vor dem Hintergrund seiner Schelling- und Husserlrezeption, p. 56. For Neugebauer’s 
analysis of Husserl’s Intentionalitätstheorie, see p. 47-51 [Grundzüge der Intentionali-
tätstheorie Edmund Husserls] of this same article.
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character192”. Thus, although the Husserlian concept of intentionality 
intrinsically indicates that there is something which is intended by the 
noetic consciousness, it is not possible to grasp Tillich’s appropria-
tion of this concept in any realistic sense193. As Tillich emphatically 
points out in his 1919-1920 lectures held at the University of Ber-
lin, under the title Religion und Kultur. Die Stellung der Religion im 
Geistesleben194, “the Unconditional itself is not any object, but rather 
a meaning195”. As a consequence of his determination of the concept 
192 NEUGEBAUER, G. Die geistphilosophischen Grundlagen der Kulturtheologie Tillichs 
vor dem Hintergrund seiner Schelling- und Husserlrezeption, p. 56. This quotation by 
Neugebauer is in straight connection with “the problem of the religious objectification” 
pointed out by Tillich in his already mentioned correspondence with Emanuel Hirsch. 
See, in this connection, TILLICH, P. Paul Tillich an Emanuel Hirsch. 20. II. 1918. Die 
große religionsphilosophische Debatte, p. 122. For this very reason, Neugebauer is ab-
solutely correct when he points out that is precisely against this background that Tillich’s 
programmatic remark that the divine is not any being (Sein), but rather meaning (Sinn), is 
to be interpreted. Needless to say, this remark remains, as Danz clearly states (see infra, 
note 14), the leading motive of Tillich’s entire philosophical and theological thought, 
which, as such, never fully recedes. For Tillich’s quotation, cf. TILLICH, P. Paul Tillich 
an Emanuel Hirsch. 20. II. 1918. Die große religionsphilosophische Debatte, p. 126.
193 MOXTER, M. Kritischer Intuitionismus. Tillichs Religionsphilosophie zwischen Neukan-
tianismus und Phänomenologie, p. 190, at this point, directs a charge against Tillich by 
stating that he neither expresses himself with due precision regarding the status of noema, 
nor defines the concept of Intentionalität in any adequate manner. As Moxter poins out: 
„In dieser Zusammenfassung fehlt der Begriff der Intentionalität nicht nur, sie scheint 
diesem auch sachlich nicht zu entsprechen. Denn es wird weder deutlich, inwiefern es 
sich hier um ein einheitliches Bewusstseinsphänomen handelt, noch äußert sich Tillich 
zum Status des noema in irgendeiner präzisen Form. Eine realistische Interpretation, die 
das noema als einen äußeren Gegenstand und als eine Art Zielscheibe begreift, auf die 
ein noetischer Akt in der Weise trifft, wie es ein Pfeil oder ein anderes Geschoß tun wür-
de, wird hier mit einer gewissen Selbstverständlichkeit zugelassen“. In this connection, 
see also MOXTER, M. Symbolischer Realismus. Tillichs Mythostheorie im Horizont 
der zwanziger Jahre. In: SCHULZ, H.; SCHREIBER, G. (Hrsg.). Kritische Theologie: 
Paul Tillich in Frankfurt (1929-1933). Berlin; Boston: Walter de Gruyter GmbH, 2015, 
p. 195-213. Against Moxter’s unjustified criticism, see NEUGEBAUER, G. Die geist-
philosophischen Grundlagen der Kulturtheologie Tillichs vor dem Hintergrund seiner 
Schelling- und Husserlrezeption, p. 51-58; see also DANZ, C. Der Begriff des Symbols 
bei Paul Tillich und Ernst Cassirer. In: KORSCH, D.; RUDOLPH, E. (Hrsg.). Die Präg-
nanz der Religion in der Kultur. Ernst Cassirer und die Theologie. Tübingen: J. C. B. 
Mohr (Paul Siebeck), 2000, p. 201-228.
194 TILLICH, P. Religion und Kultur. Die Stellung der Religion im Geistesleben. (Win-
tersemester 1920). In: STURM, E. (Hrsg.). Ergänzungs- und Nachlaßbände zu den 
Gesammelten Werken von Paul Tillich. Band XII: Berliner Vorlesungen I (1919-1920), 
p. 296-332.
195 As TILLICH, P. Religion und Kultur. Die Stellung der Religion im Geistesleben, p. 312 
asserts with precision: „Es ist die Aufgabe des dritten Stadiums, daß das Unbedingte 
überhaupt kein Gegenstand ist, sondern ein Sinn“. [Emphasis in the original.]
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of Unbedingte as a meaning of the intentional or noetic consciousness, 
it is evident that Tillich completely abrogates not only any realistic 
interpretation of his meaning-theory philosophy of spirit, but also the 
misleading attempts at an understanding of his position under the terms 
of a dualistic ontological foundation. In this same direction, Tillich 
summarizes his position through a very precise assertion: “it [viz., 
the unconditioned meaning] cannot be objectified, cannot be said, but 
only meant, intended. If one tries to say anything about it, then one 
must make use of symbols196”. As Tillich’s last sentence reveals, it 
should be evident that the attempt, in the symbolic-theoretical dimen-
sion, to solve the ongoing problem of a conceptual objectification of 
the unconditional dimension of reality implies, as mentioned before, 
that the spirit “can only be intentionally directed toward the Uncon-
ditional by means of the conditioned representations197”. Howsoever, 
the question of the non-realistic character of das Unbedingte should 
be evident at this point, for the Unconditional is not any object toward 
which human self-consciousness intentionally directs itself. Rather, 
the Unconditional constitutes the depth dimension of the spirit, i.e., 
the unconditioned substance of meaning (Sinngehalt) by means of 
which the contingent event of the becoming-evident-to-itself of the 
spirit in its cultural activity, understood as a mode of reflexive self-
disclosedness, and its infinite self-actualization become possible.
An assertion of existence that is not directed toward that which exists 
unconditionally, an apprehension of significance not directed toward the 
ground of significance, a shaping of the personality not directed toward 
the unconditionally personal, a spiritual act of love not directed toward 
unconditioned love, cannot be acknowledged as a successful meaning 
fulfillment. Only in the “Holy Spirit” the nature of the spirit finds its 
realization. It comes to realization, however, not in forms that stand 
alongside the cultural ones, whereby the unconditionality of religion 
196 TILLICH, P. Das Unbedingte und die Geschichte. In: STURM, E. (Hrsg.). Ergänzungs- 
und Nachlaßbände zu den Gesammelten Werken von Paul Tillich. Band X: Religion, 
Kultur, Gesellschaft. Unveröffentlichte Texte aus der deutschen Zeit (1908-1933). Erster 
Teil, p. 337: „Er [viz., der unbedingte Sinn] kann nicht vergegenständlicht, nicht gesagt 
werden, er kann nur gemeint sein. Sagt man ihn, so muß man Symbole verwenden“.
197 NEUGEBAUER, G. Die geistphilosophischen Grundlagen der Kulturtheologie Tillichs 
vor dem Hintergrund seiner Schelling- und Husserlrezeption, p. 57.
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would be dissolved, but rather precisely in the cultural forms; culture is 
the form of expression of religion, and religion is the content of culture198. 
Conclusion: Die Vergegenständlichungsproblematik and the Task of 
the Symbolic Theory
Paul Tillich has intellectually struggled throughout his life to find 
a philosophical solution to the problem of the objectification intrinsic 
to the nature of religious language. As the intentional directedness to-
ward the Unconditional, religion always faces the risk of a theonomous 
spiritual situation that tries to preserve the forms in which it once saw 
the adequate expression of the substance of meaning (Sinngehalt)199. By 
ceasing to be a living theonomy, that is, a spiritual state in which all 
forms of the spiritual life are the expression of the unconditional reality 
that breaks through each one of them, the theonomous consciousness 
can gradually become rigid. Such a distortion runs the risk of settling 
the conditioned forms posited by the spirit, which once were the symbol 
for the unconditional dimension of the spiritual self-transparency, as the 
Unconditional itself200. Here, according to the Kantian categories ap-
propriated by Tillich – viz., autonomy and heteronomy –, a theonomous 
Geisteslage is transformed into a demonic heteronomous structure. Thus, 
religion ceases to be the contingent event of the becoming-evident-to-
itself of the spirit’s self-relatedness in its inner reflexivity and historic-
ity, and becomes a chimera201. As mentioned before, precisely because 
religion is, in its foundational determination, an event that takes place in 
the spirit and, consequently, in the meaning functions of the spirit202, the 
means by which it happens are always under the threat of being demoni-
cally distorted and, thus, identified with the dimension of unconditional-
ity that grounds and sustains the self and its world203. It is against the 
198 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 142. [Emphasis in the original.]
199 CORDEMANN, C. Religion und Kultur. Paul Tillichs religionsphilosophische Grundle-
gung einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 103-104.
200 CORDEMANN, C. Religion und Kultur. Paul Tillichs religionsphilosophische Grundle-
gung einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 104. On this point, see HAIGIS, P. Tillichs Programm 
einer Theologie der Kultur, 142-144 [Die Trias „Autonomie – Heteronomie – Theonomie“].
201 DANZ, C. „Ethik des ,Reiches Gottes‘“. Moralität und Eschatologie bei Paul Tillich, p. 9.
202 DANZ, C. Die Religion in der Kultur. Karl Barth und Paul Tillich über die Grundlagen 
einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 218.
203 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 81. 
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objectification problem intrinsic to the nature of religious language, as 
already mentioned above, that Tillich, in his 1923 unpublished investi-
gation Das Unbedingte und Geschichte, states: the Unconditional, that 
is, the unconditioned meaning, “cannot be objectified, cannot be said, 
but only meant, intended. If one tries to say anything about it, then one 
must make use of symbols204”. The essential nature of Tillich’s symbolic 
theory, however, only becomes graspable in its true meaning once the 
determination of the Unconditional, understood as a description of the 
antinomic structure of self-consciousness, as well as the unfeasibility, in 
ideal-normative terms, of objectifying the Tiefendimension of the spirit, 
comes to the foreground. On the other hand, having in mind that Tillich’s 
philosophy of religion constitutes a systematic building that stands, in 
its theoretical basis, between the Idealist-neo-Kantian tradition and the 
Husserlian phenomenological-psychological school, his symbolic theory 
has to be interpreted accordingly. Tillich’s symbolic theory is not only to 
be understood on the foundation granted by his philosophy of conscious-
ness, but also on the phenomenological dimension that is intrinsic to 
his theory of meaning205. By means of the advancement of his symbolic 
theory, Tillich is able not only to determine the character of religious 
language in its true essence, but also to overcome the problem of its 
demonic objectification206.
 If, as stated above, the essential nature of Tillich’s symbolic 
theory only becomes graspable when the conceptual determination 
In this connection, see note 127 above. For Tillich’s late description and determination 
of the dynamics of the self-world correlation as “the basic ontological structure”, see 
TILLICH, P. Systematic Theology. Volume I: Reason and Revelation, Being and God, 
especially p. 168-186.
204 TILLICH, P. Das Unbedingte und die Geschichte, p. 337.
205 MOXTER, M. Kultur als Lebenswelt: Studien zum Problem einer Kulturtheologie, p. 
33-47, for instance, asserts that Tillich’s symbolic theory is based only on a theoretical 
terminology intrinsic to a philosophy of consciousness. As a result, Tillich’s symbolic 
theory remains, therefore, deprived of any phenomenological dimension (p. 38). According 
to Neugebauer, however, Moxter’s judgment is only possible to the extent that he neglects 
the meaning-theory philosophy of spirit that grounds the contours of Tillich’s symbolic 
theory. On this point, see NEUGEBAUER, G. Die geistphilosophischen Grundlagen der 
Kulturtheologie Tillichs vor dem Hintergrund seiner Schelling- und Husserlrezeption, 
p. 57 [note 43]. See also DANZ,C. Der Begriff des Symbols bei Paul Tillich und Ernst 
Cassirer, p. 201-228.
206 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 83.
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of the Unconditional and the impossibility, from an ideal-normative 
standpoint, of its objectification come to the foreground, then one is 
forcefully obliged to deal with Tillich’s determination of the concept 
of religion. As Richtung auf das Unbedingte, Tillich’s concept of 
religion is also fundamentally decisive for the understanding of his 
symbolic theory as well as his abrogation of the objectification prob-
lem intrinsic to the nature of religious language. The aforementioned 
concept of religion, combined with Husserl’s Intentionalitätstheorie, 
“which designates the actual religion that becomes real in culture”, 
is a consequence of Tillich’s systematic “connection of neo-Kantian 
with phenomenological motifs207”. Notwithstanding, it is important 
to stress here that, already from Tillich’s theoretical determination 
of his concept of Unbedingte, it is evident that all the objectifying 
statements about the unconditional dimension of reality are nothing 
more than a blatant heteronomous falsification208. As a matter of fact, 
Tillich has spent a great deal of his intellectual strength, as his 1927-
1928 unpublished System der religiösen Erkenntnis clearly attests209, 
in order to bring “the essence of religious intention [Das Wesen des 
religiösen Meinens]” into a delineated conceptual framework210. In 
his System des religiösen Erkenntnis, which deals particularly with 
the objectification problem intrinsic to the nature of religious lan-
207 DANZ, C. Die politische Macht des mythischen Denkens. Paul Tillich und Ernst Cassirer 
über die Ambivalenz des Mythos. In: DANZ, C.; SCHÜßLER, W. (Hrsg.). Die Macht 
des Mythos: Das Mythosverständnis Paul Tillichs im Kontext. Berlin; Boston: Walter 
de Gruyter GmbH & Co. KG, 2015, p. 123: „Der genannte intentionalitätstheoretische 
Religionsbegriff, der die aktuale Religion bezeichnet, wie sie in der Kultur wirklich 
wird, verdankt sich einer Verknüpfung von neukantianischen und phänomenologischen 
Motiven“. On Tillich’s systematic connection of neo-Kantianism with phenomenology, 
see also TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie. (Sommersemester 1920), p. 333-584. 
208 Cf. NEUGEBAUER, G. Die geistphilosophischen Grundlagen der Kulturtheologie Tillichs 
vor dem Hintergrund seiner Schelling- und Husserlrezeption, p. 51-58. In what follows, 
I will be closely following G. Neugebauer’s arguments by means of paraphrases and not 
direct translations.
209 TILLICH, P. Das System der religiösen Erkenntnis, p. 76-174. Against Moxter’s misleading 
judgment that Tillich’s symbolic theory is based only on a theoretical terminology intrinsic 
to a philosophy of consciousness, being deprived, therefore, of any phenomenological 
dimension, it is important to stress that Tillich’s particular determination of noema, which 
correlates with the religious consciousness, is found, especially, in his System der religiösen 
Erkenntnis. For Moxter’s position, see MOXTER, M. Kultur als Lebenswelt: Studien zum 
Problem einer Kulturtheologie, especially p. 38.
210 TILLICH, P. Das System der religiösen Erkenntnis, § 2, p. 122-125, here p. 122. 
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guage211, Tillich explicitly describes the Unconditional intended by 
the noetic consciousness in the religious performance as that which 
is “Ultimate-meant, intended [Letzt-Gemeinte]212”. In this respect, the 
status of the Letzt-Gemeinte, according to Tillich’s phenomenologi-
cal description, takes on the Unconditional, for it cannot be directly 
meant, intended, but only mediated through the concrete histori-
cal content (Inhalt) that represents the spiritual intentionality in its 
religious performances213. In this context, it is important to stress 
that Tillich’s concept of religion stems fundamentally, however, from 
the second provisional co-subordination of his determination of reli-
gion, developed from the phenomenological dimension of his philoso-
phy of spirit, meaning, and religion214. The determining formula here 
is not Tillich’s Erkennungsmelodie (Rendtorff), which states that reli-
gion is the substance (Gehalt) of culture and culture the form (Form) 
of religion. Rather, in Tillich’s second provisional co-subordination 
of his determination of religion, his description claims that, in the 
actualization of the religious performance, “culture is the form of ex-
pression of religion, and religion is the content [Inhalt] of culture215”. 
Precisely because religion is mediated through the concrete historical 
content that represents the spiritual intentionality in its religious per-
formances, the phenomenological dimension of Tillich’s philosophy 
211 NEUGEBAUER, G. Die geistphilosophischen Grundlagen der Kulturtheologie Tillichs 
vor dem Hintergrund seiner Schelling- und Husserlrezeption, p. 58, in this connection, 
states with precision: „Dieses System, das ebenfalls das ‚Problem der religiösen Objek-
tivierung‘ diskutiert, greift erneut den der Husserlschen Phänomenologie entnommenen 
Begriff des Meinens auf“.
212 TILLICH, P. Das System der religiösen Erkenntnis, § 5, p. 129: „Der gemeinte Ge-
genstand jedes religiösen Aktes ist das Unbedingte, Sinn- und Sein-Transcendente. In 
diesen Begriffen liegt für die Inhaltsbestimmung ein Doppeltes. Zunächst dieses, daß 
kein irgendwie ausdrückbarer Inhalt das Letzt-Gemeinte des religiösen Aktes ist. Denn 
die unbedingte Transcendenz übersteigt jeden ausdrückbaren Inhalt. Dann aber liegt in 
denselben Begriffen, daß das Letzt-gemeinte als Transcendentes zu fassen ist und damit 
die Inhalte der Sphären, die von ihm transcendiert werden, in sich trägt“.
213 NEUGEBAUER, G. Die geistphilosophischen Grundlagen der Kulturtheologie Tillichs 
vor dem Hintergrund seiner Schelling- und Husserlrezeption, p. 58: „Den Status des 
Letzt-Gemeinten nimmt das Unbedingte für Tillich insofern ein, als es nicht direkt gemeint 
sein kann, sondern nur vermittelt durch einen Inhalt, der das Gemeinte vertritt“.
214 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 142.
215 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 142. [Emphasis in the original.] On this point, see 
the discussion advanced in the previous pages.
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of religion comes to the foreground. As a consequence, the contents 
that represent the unconditional dimension of reality assume the sta-
tus, according to Neugebauer, of religious symbols and, therefore, 
they are fundamentally related to intentional religious performance. 
Nonetheless, such an intentional character of religious performance 
does not appear in this reference as related to the religious symbols in 
themselves, but is intentionally directed through the religious symbols 
to the Unconditional or the Ultimate-meant (Letztgemeinte)216. It is 
at this point, therefore, that Tillich is able to determine the nature of 
religious knowledge as such, for the intentionality of consciousness 
becomes concrete by means of its directedness, through the religious 
symbols, to that which is the Letztgemeinte217. As Tillich puts it, “so 
far as a religious performance is directed toward a representative 
content [einen vertretenden Inhalt] and, through it, raises itself to the 
Ultimate-meant, intended, this religious performance becomes religious 
knowledge218”. In other words: “every religious knowledge is given 
in a religious performance. Every religious performance contains a 
religious knowledge219”.
Although the concrete contents of the unconditioned dimension of 
reality, according to a strictly phenomenological determination of inten-
tional religious consciousness, assume the status of religious symbols, 
the conceptual framework of Tillich’s symbolic theory has not yet been 
advanced in its true meaning. As already mentioned throughout the pres-
ent study, Tillich’s symbolic theory only becomes understandable when 
the conceptual determination of the Unconditional and the impossibility 
of its objectification – again, from an ideal-normative standpoint – come 
to the foreground. For that reason, it is precisely from Tillich’s theory 
of religion, which stems from the determination of his concept of the 
Unconditional, that Tillich’s symbolic theory finds its place within the 
scopus of his meaning-theory philosophy of spirit. Indeed, Tillich’s ac-
216 NEUGEBAUER, G. Die geistphilosophischen Grundlagen der Kulturtheologie Tillichs 
vor dem Hintergrund seiner Schelling- und Husserlrezeption, p. 58.
217 TILLICH, P. Das System der religiösen Erkenntnis, especially § 8, p. 136-137.
218 TILLICH, P. Das System der religiösen Erkenntnis, § 8, p. 136.
219 TILLICH, P. Das System der religiösen Erkenntnis, § 8, p. 136: „Jede religiöse Erkenntnis 
ist gegeben in einem religiösen Akt. Jede religiöse Akt enthält eine religiöse Erkenntnis“. 
[Emphasis in the original.]
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curate distinction between religion as a principle and actual religion 
(als Prinzip und aktueller Religion), already advanced in the works that 
comprise the so-called “first phase” of his intellectual productions220, is 
incorporated during the 1920s in his determination of the relationship 
between religion and culture, i.e., in his programmatic formula that de-
fines religion as Richtung auf das Unbedingte as well as in his idea of 
a substantial religious consciousness221. The notion advanced by Tillich 
of a substantially religious consciousness describes, at the same time, 
the consciousness of culture by means of which the Unconditional as 
synthesis-function becomes asserted222. Such a description does not mean, 
however, that in its culture-creating activity (in seiner kulturschaffenden 
Tätigkeit) the Unconditional is not intended. That is to say, in its theo-
retical and practical performances, the substantially religious conscious-
ness is directed toward the intentional correlations that it sets223. The 
Unconditional stands here for the “underlying ground [Untergrund] that 
remains effective – without it there is no self-certainty [ohne ihn gäbe 
es keine Selbstgewißheit] –, but it is not touched”; the I or ego remains 
in its detachedness”, i.e., settling for “the form of consciousness224”. In 
contrast to cultural consciousness, however, religious consciousness does 
not focus on the cultural forms and its unity posited by the spirit, but on 
the synthesis-function itself. As Tillich advances in his 1925 Religion-
sphilosophie, “religion is the quintessence of all spiritual acts that are 
directed to the apprehension of the unconditioned substance of meaning 
through the fulfillment of the unity of meaning [Sinneinheit]225”.
220 See TILLICH, P. Die religionsgeschichtliche Konstruktion in Schellings positiver Philo-
sophie, ihre Voraussetzungen und Prinzipien. (1910). In: HUMMEL, G.; LAX, D. (Hrsg.). 
Ergänzungs- und Nachlaßbände zu den Gesammelten Werken von Paul Tillich. Band 
IX: Frühe Werke, p. 154-272, especially p. 236-241.
221 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 
87-90. In this connection, see also TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 134-143.
222 DANZ, C. Die politische Macht des mythischen Denkens. Paul Tillich und Ernst Cassirer 
über die Ambivalenz des Mythos, p. 123. In the lines below, I will be basically paraphras-
ing Danz’s arguments, instead of offering direct translations.
223 DANZ, C. Die politische Macht des mythischen Denkens. Paul Tillich und Ernst Cassirer 
über die Ambivalenz des Mythos, p. 123.
224 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 82.
225 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 135: „Religion ist der Inbegriff aller geistigen 
Akte, die auf Erfassung des unbedingten Sinngehaltes durch die Erfüllung der Sinneinheit 
hindurch gerichtet sind“.
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 As mentioned in the previous pages, Tillich’s insightful descrip-
tion of the nature of the spirit brings with itself the characteristic feature 
that the consciousness of the underlying Unconditional that grounds 
the self and its world also sets apart two opposite sides. That is to say, 
as Danz accurately points out, human self-consciousness cannot be 
described as a unity, but is to be thought as “a unity in opposition, an 
antinomic self-relation. It is a unity, however, that cannot grasp itself 
as a unity226”. Following Tillich’s determination of his philosophy of 
spirit, meaning, and religion, it is important to stress that the individual 
self-consciousness, which finds the possibility and actuality of its own 
self-relatedness in the unconditional ground of reality, is always char-
acterized by an inner polarity, thus being determined, therefore, as 
ground and abyss at the same time. On the basis of Tillich’s conceptual 
description, the Unconditional, as the constitutive equiprimordiality 
(Ursprünglichkeit) of ground and abyss, can only be intended by the 
intentional consciousness by means of conditioned cultural representa-
tions. Here, as already mentioned, every attempt at an objectification 
of the Unconditional is utterly impossible, for that which “lies beyond 
subject and object227” cannot be an object. The Unconditional constitutes 
the prius of the antithesis between subject and object, as well as the 
kernel of self-relatedness228. By being intended by the religious con-
sciousness through conditioned cultural representations, Tillich’s con-
cept of Unbedingte describes, in terms of an intentionality-theoretical 
basis, the event of self-transparency of the spirit in the self-relation 
of consciousness and its presentation229. It is in the religious perfor-
mance, therefore, that the spirit grasps itself in its reflexive structure 
and presents its own transparency through concrete symbolic forms230. 
226 DANZ, C. Das Göttliche und das Dämonische. Paul Tillichs Deutung von Geschichte 
und Kultur, p. 6.
227 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 81.
228 DANZ, C. Tillich’s Philosophy, p. 180.
229 DANZ, C. Zwischen Transzendentalphilosophie und Phänomenologie. Die methodischen 
Grundlagen der Religionstheorien bei Otto und Tillich, p. 345.
230 WITTEKIND, F. Die Vernunft des Christusglaubens. Zu den philosophischen Hinter-
gründen der Christologie der Marburger Dogmatik. In: DANZ, C.; SCHÜßLER, W.; 
STURM, E. (Hrsg.). Internationales Jahrbuch für die Tillich-Forschung. Band 1: 
Wie viel Vernunft braucht der Glaube? Wien: LIT Verlag, 2005, p. 133-157, especially 
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It follows that, according to Tillich, the unconditional reality is never 
an object, but can only be conceived of as the medium for the reflex-
ivity of the spirit231. As Tillich strongly states, “the ‘objective’ is not 
under consideration here at all, but rather the ‘primordial’”, that is, the 
Unconditional, which “is exempt from all form, including”, of course, 
“that of existence232”. The dynamic character of the self-relatedness of 
the spirit springs from Tillich’s comprehensive understanding of religion 
as a mode of reflexive disclosedness of the cultural consciousness that 
dissolves its character as a particular cultural form of meaning alongside 
others. Religion is, therefore, an act of reflection within human spirit 
that brings its own self-disclosedness to presentation – or, as repeat-
edly emphasized throughout the present study, the contingent event 
of the becoming-evident-to-itself233. It is precisely here that Tillich’s 
symbolic theory finds its basis, for religious symbols are essentially 
“an expression of the reflexive self-disclosedness that is constitutive for 
the human spirit, and is itself fundamentally taken from it234”. In other 
words, Tillich’s symbolic theory is not concerned, as Danz accurately 
states, “with the representation of some sort of substantial transcendent 
being, but rather with the fact that spirit can create symbols of its own 
self-transparency in its activity235”.
 From the breakthrough of the unconditional ground of reality 
that binds together practical, theoretical, and intuitive-emotional ele-
ments in a complex unity236, the event of the becoming-evident-to-itself 
p. 144. In this connection, see also DANZ,C. Der Begriff des Symbols bei Paul Tillich 
und Ernst Cassirer, p. 201-228; GRIGG, R. Symbol and Empowerment: Paul Tillich’s 
Post-Theistic System. Macon: Mercer University Press, 1985; MOXTER, M. Kultur als 
Lebenswelt: Studien zum Problem einer Kulturtheologie, p. 24-36.
231 DANZ, C. „Ethik des ,Reiches Gottes‘“. Moralität und Eschatologie bei Paul Tillich, p. 9.
232 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 83. 
On this point, see note 146 above.
233 DANZ, C. „Ethik des ,Reiches Gottes‘“. Moralität und Eschatologie bei Paul Tillich, p. 9.
234 DANZ, C. „Ethik des ,Reiches Gottes‘“. Moralität und Eschatologie bei Paul Tillich, p. 
9-10, here 10. In this connection, see also the main reference regarding Tillich’s sym-
bolic theory advanced in TILLICH, P. Das religiöse Symbol. (1928). In: ALBRECHT, 
R. (Hrsg.). Gesammelte Werke. Band V: Die Frage nach dem Unbedingten. Stuttgart: 
Evangelisches Verlagswerk, 1978, p. 196-212. Tillich’s theory of religious symbols of the 
1920s is a development of his pre-War philosophy of spirit. On this point, see TILLICH, 
P. Rechtfertigung und Zweifel. (1919), especially p. 172. 
235 DANZ, C. Tillich’s Philosophy, p. 181.
236 TILLICH, P. Über die Idee einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 73.
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of self-relatedness in its inner reflexivity and historicity gives rise to 
a self-description that is and has to remain essentially symbolic. The 
symbolic language, which is the language of religion par excellence, 
is always and unescapably the substantive form by means of which 
the spirit re-presents itself. Because it springs from the breakthrough 
of the unconditional ground of reality through the cultural forms, the 
concrete symbols created by the self-transparency of the spirit bear the 
form of a paradox – even though of a positive one. As already stated 
in the preceding pages, Tillich’s describes the positive paradox as “the 
necessary expression of the Unconditional, for it is not possible to direct 
oneself intentionally toward the Unconditional apart from objectifica-
tion237”. Nonetheless, since the Gehalt stands in direct contradiction to 
every objectifying statement, the symbolic language that springs from 
every true religious performance reveals, at the same time, both its 
necessity and its inadequacy. The intentional correlative description 
of the religious consciousness always bears a paradoxical structure so 
that it makes use of the autonomous forms of thought and intuition and 
breaks them at the same time238.
Tillich’s determination of the concept of the Unconditional as both 
ground-abyss of meaning and ultimate intention of the noetic conscious-
ness, as well as his carefully developed symbolic theory, gives room 
to a critical description of the nature of religious language that evades 
the problem of its objectification. Understood as the contingent com-
prehension of the individual spirit in its relation to itself through the 
concrete, conditioned forms posited by the spirit, the place of religion 
in a theory of subjectivity and self-consciousness is already enough 
to reveal the reason “why religion is both distinguished from but also 
related to cultural consciousness: religion can only realize itself through 
assimilation by, and therefore through, the cultural forms posited by 
237 TILLICH, P. Die Überwindung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 83
238 DANZ, C. Die politische Macht des mythischen Denkens. Paul Tillich und Ernst Cassirer 
über die Ambivalenz des Mythos, p. 124. In this connection, see TILLICH, P. Die Über-
windung des Religionsbegriffs in der Religionsphilosophie, p. 84: „Sobald das Bewußtsein 
sich auf das Unbedingte richtet, entsteht die Doppelheit von Akt und Gegenstand. Nun ist 
der religiöse Akt aber kein besonderer; er ist nur in den übrigen Akten wirklich. Er muß 
diesen also eine Formung geben, an der religiöse Qualität sichtbar ist. Diese Formung 
ist die Paradoxie, d. h. Zugleich die Bejahung und Verneinung der autonomen Form“.
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spirit, in such a way that it simultaneously both uses and negates these 
forms239”. Religious symbols are, in this sense, the expression of the re-
flexive self-disclosedness that is constitutive of human spirit, but which 
is, nonetheless, fundamentally withdrawn from it240. As Tillich puts it 
with precision, “in the true symbol reality is grasped; but, symbol is 
the inauthentic form of expression, which is always necessary where an 
actual expression is, by definition, impossible241”. Such a paradoxical 
feature is a necessary result of the antinomic structure that determines 
the nature of self-consciousness as ground and abyss of meaning242. In 
this sense, Tillich’s symbolic theory is no exception. On the contrary, 
by being an inauthentic form of expression that finds its place where an 
actual expression is impossible, Tillich’s symbolic theory unveils the 
radicalness of the non-objective character of the unconditional dimen-
sion of reality that grounds and sinks the self and its world. 
By means of his double determination of the Unconditional as 
ground and abyss of meaning, Tillich emphasizes that “thinking has 
the power to determine everything, but already presupposes itself in 
these determinations, so that it cannot justify itself243”. As Tillich clearly 
states it, “nothing can enter into the spirit that does not come from it, 
for it is never an empty form, but always a living actuality. The spirit is 
infinite in itself and draws everything into itself244”. Precisely because 
239 DANZ, C. Tillich’s Philosophy, p. 180.
240 DANZ, C. „Ethik des ,Reiches Gottes‘“. Moralität und Eschatologie bei Paul Tillich, p. 10.
241 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 141: „Darum ist der Gegenstand der Religion nicht 
nur real, sondern er ist die Voraussetzung aller Realitätssetzung. Aber er ist nicht in dem 
Sinne real wie irgendeine Einzelsetzung. Auch die universale Synthesis ist keine Gege-
benheit, sondern ein Symbol. Im wahren Symbol wird die Realität erfaßt; aber Symbol 
ist die uneigentliche Ausdrucksform, die immer da notwendig ist, wo ein eigentlicher 
Ausdruck wesensmäßig unmöglich ist“.
242 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 134.
243 DANZ, C. Das Göttliche und das Dämonische. Paul Tillichs Deutung von Geschichte 
und Kultur, 6: „Tillich hat mit dieser Doppelbestimmung des Unbedingten als Grund und 
Abgrund, die sowohl für sein Verständnis des Göttlichen als auch des Dämonischen kon-
stitutiv ist, den Umstand vor Augen, dass das Denken die Macht hat, alles zu bestimmen, 
sich selbst jedoch in diesen Bestimmungsakten bereits voraussetzt, so dass es sich nicht 
selbst begründen kann“.
244 TILLICH, P. Paul Tillich an Emanuel Hirsch. 20. II. 1918. Die große religionsphilosophi-
sche Debatte, p. 116: „In den Geist kann nichts hinein, was nicht aus ihm kommt, denn 
er ist niemals leere Form, sondern immer lebendige Aktualität. Er ist in sich unendlich 
und zieht alles in sich hinein“.
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thinking has the power to determine everything and is already presup-
posed in its determinations, Tillich’s theory of consciousness does not 
allow any objectification that is not already sinking into the abyss of 
meaninglessness. That is the reason why religion has simultaneously to 
affirm and negate the cultural forms posited by the spirit in its inces-
sant creative activity in the life-world. As Tillich states, “for religion 
it is also characteristic that the forms of meaning [Sinnformen] are for 
it the passage in the twofold sense of having both to go through and 
to leave behind at the same time245”. Nonetheless, although the Uncon-
ditional cannot be objectified, that does not mean that its conceptual 
determination has no place in Tillich’s philosophical thinking. On the 
contrary: through the categories of Gehalt and Form, by means of which 
the Unconditional finds expression246, Tillich is able to determine the 
breakthrough of the unconditional dimension of reality in all the prov-
inces of spirit. Obviously, as Cordemann accurately states, the substance 
of meaning (Sinngehalt), which is only graspable by means of a form 
– for, as Tillich states, it does not make sense to put one without the 
other247 –, “is neither conceived as an ontical entity, nor in the logic of 
a totality model, nor in any way as a prolongation of the conditioned 
sphere”. Rather, in this version of the unconditioned substance, the 
“Kantian precautions are clearly visible with regard to the concept of 
existence248”. According to the so-called two-sources-doctrine (Zwei-
Stämme-Lehre) of the cognitive constitution as advanced by Kant249, 
“the existential predicate is only to be assigned where the categorial 
245 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 142.
246 DANZ, C. Religion als Freiheitsbewußtsein. Eine Studie zur Theologie als Theorie der 
Konstitutionsbedingungen individueller Subjektivität bei Paul Tillich, p. 308-309 [note 17].
247 TILLICH, P. Religionsphilosophie, p. 134.
248 CORDEMANN, C. Religion und Kultur. Paul Tillichs religionsphilosophische Grundle-
gung einer Theologie der Kultur, p. 101-102.
249 KANT, I. Kritik der reinen Vernunft. Hamburg: Felix Meiner, 1956, A51/B75, p. 95: 
„Ohne Sinnlichkeit würde uns kein Gegenstand gegeben, und ohne Verstand keiner gedacht 
werden. Gedanken ohne Inhalt sind leer, Anschauungen ohne Begriffe sind blind. Daher 
ist es ebenso notwendig, seine Begriffe sinnlich zu machen, (d. i. ihnen den Gegenstand 
in der Anschauung beizufügen,) als seine Anschauungen sich verständlich zu machen (d. 
i. sie unter Begriffe zu bringen). Beide Vermögen, oder Fähigkeiten, können auch ihre 
Funktionen nicht vertauschen. Der Verstand vermag nichts anzuschauen, und die Sinne 
nichts zu denken. Nur daraus, daß sie sich vereinigen, kann Erkenntnis entspringen“.
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functions of reason [Vernunft] cooperate with sensibility250”. That is 
the meaning of the Kantian destruction of the pre-critical ontological 
theism251, a destruction that remains at the foundational epistemological 
basis not only of Tillich’s philosophy of spirit, meaning, and religion, 
but also in his late American Systematic Theology252, as well as his 
ulterior writings and lectures253.
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